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Families of Old 
 

Delarosa: Sir Thornton “The Thorn”, Lady Irena, Flora, Matilda (maid) 

Defuego: Kober, Lady Maxine, Sir Clive, Stellon, Duncan (uncle) 

Deljarra: Sir Jaye, Lady Kara, Ellayne 

Delbronce: Sir Gregori, Lady Maria, Grego 

Delapesca: Sir James 

Delcorason: Sir Rojer, Lady Antioneta, Antony, Olga 

Deloro: Sir Albert, Lady Anabelle 

Delsorro: Sir Qasim, Lady Beatrice 

Delaperla: Sir Malik, Lady Karalyn, Viktor, Kari 

 

Italics indicate character is deceased at the time this book begins. 

 

Author’s Note: The Nine Families of Old were each granted a Keep at the 

end of the Hundred Years of a Thousand Battles. The lands and holdings 

were gifted as part of a treaty between landowners and the King. Each 

year, each Keep must pay a tithe to the King of Delaterra. The tithe 

ensures the Keep’s loyalty to their sovereign, while allowing the Keeps to 

maintain autonomy within the Kingdom. When the Jertan Princes were 

taken as hostage, many were adopted into the Families of Old. Some, 

however, were granted small parcels of land, such as the Musselupke’s, in 

order to permanently tie them and their offspring to Delaterra. 
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Royal Family Trees 
 

Royal Delaterran Household 

 

King Cynebald married Queen Alvira = Geraldia, firstborn 

  Queen Alvira and the Nameless One = Marcus, secondborn 

 

=Marcus married Queen Lisabet 

== Prince Rydian 

== Princess Olyvia 

== Prince Osborn 

==  Princess Alysonia 

 

Royal Numarian Household 

 

= Geraldia married King Rasmus  

== King Ragnar married Queen Odelia 

=== Princess Astrid 

=== Princess Ingrid 

=== twins Prince Knute (stillborn) & Prince Konrad  

=== Prince Teodorik “Rik” 

 

Italics indicate character is deceased at the time this book begins. 

 

Author’s note: Delaterra and Numar declared a treaty of peace when 

Delaterran Princess Geraldia, daughter of King Cynebald and Queen 

Alvira, married Rasmus, King of Numar. Their son, King Ragnar, is 

currently the true heir of King Cynebald, making him the rightful heir to 

both Numar and Delaterra. Prince Teodorik would inherit both thrones 

after him, should Marcus’ true heritage come to light. 

  



 

The Feast 
  

“There is no such thing as coincidence.” 

-Master of Shadows 

  



Prologue: Eye 

 

 

 
17th Day of Emerald Moon 

Field Report 

 

My Lord and Most Beloved King,  

 

One fortnight and three days past, the fire died down to the last as 

Delarosa Keep was destroyed, its residents sent beyond the Void. Sorcery 

expected, Ignizio suspected, and as the bodies lay before me, we counted, 

sadly, thirty-three. Sir and Lady Delarosa were among the crossed, alas; 

their daughter seems to be lost. Defuego confirmed their identities, so not 

one would face Obscurity. Your Beloved Citizens are most concerned, 

fearful their own homes will burn. I’ve done my best to assure the rest that 

Ignizio shall be found, and himself burned wholly to the ground.  

 

Signed, 

 

Jethro Whitall, Faithful King’s Eye 

Duncan Defuego, Malisheram Sorcerer 

 

  



1: Flora 

 

 
“Flora, darling, what do you think of these gloves? Your Aunt Bea 

sent them to me, writing they’re all the rage in Adamantolis!” Mother 

holds her silk-encased hands for my appraisal, daintily splaying each 

crimson finger, “I don’t believe I have anything to match them.” 

“Surely they would beautifully accent your mauve gown? You could 

wear a crimson sash to match,” I tell her, smoothing down the light blue 

silk Mother ordered for my seventeenth birthday, only two weeks away. 

Matilda, my maid, tucks and pins material here and there to ensure the best 

possible fit.  

“Goodness, no! Why, that would look simply atrocious,” Mother’s 

delicate features contort with displeasure, “I’ll have to have a new gown 

made, nothing else will do. Your dear Father and I must look our best for 

your party. All our oldest friends will be there, you know.” 

“Oh, I know,” I say quietly, daydreaming of all the sons that will 

come with my parents’ friends. The blue of the gown will bring out my 

eyes and make my skin even creamier. It won’t take much rouge at all to 

bring a beautiful blush to my cheeks. Especially not with all the dancing! 

The party will be like a dream, ending with the greatest gift of all—a real 

suitor. 

“Matilda!” Mother snaps, “Send for Ruth. I simply must have a new 

gown for Lady Flora’s party.” 

Matilda gets up, knees cracking, and curtsies before leaving the 

room. We are in Mother’s chambers: gowns, gloves, stockings, slippers, 

and lengths of every sort of fabric in every color are tossed all about the 

room as we try on ensemble after ensemble. Every year on my birthday I 

have a new gown made, but this gown is extra special. Once a 

keepsdaughter turns seventeen, she is eligible for marriage. Up until now, 

Da has kept me at home as much as possible, out of sight. I wouldn’t talk 

to anyone if I didn’t have my governesses. Da insists I learn, but in all 

seven governesses I’ve had over the years, not one has been able to catch 

my interest. Unless their lessons involve dancing, embroidery, or etiquette, 

I absolutely die of boredom. Of course I do try, for Da’s sake. 

“You’re the prettiest flower in all the land,” he’ll tell me, “But as a 

Delarosa, you have a duty to your mind, too.” 

“Of course, Da,” I’ll say with a kiss to his cheek, and soon enough 

he’ll forgive me for dismissing yet another governess.  

“Nearly all the Families of Old shall attend!” Mother says, full of 

delight, bringing me back to the colorful room, “Why, Delarosa Keep 



hasn’t seen such a gathering since before you were born, dear daughter. 

This party shall be the talk of the season, if I do say so myself, perhaps the 

year!” 

“Yes, Mother,” I say, picking up a sapphire necklace and placing it 

on my bosom. I admire, for a moment, how it catches the light in the most 

beautiful way, mirroring the sparkle in my eye. I can easily imagine 

drawing the gaze of a handsome lordling: he walks slowly towards me, 

bows gracefully, and asks me to dance, breaking the hearts of dozens more 

would-be suitors.  

“I wore that very necklace on the night I met your father,” Mother 

tells me, moving to stand behind my right shoulder. She tucks a loose 

golden curl back into place before cocking her head and taking stock of 

my appearance. “I dare say you’re even more beautiful than I was, at your 

age. You simply must wear that necklace on your birthday! It compliments 

your new gown exquisitely, if I do say so myself.” I study our reflections 

for a moment, noting Mother’s hair is not quite as lustrous a gold as mine 

is. Her blue eyes are a lighter, washed-out version of mine. I have Da’s 

shade of blue, Mother reminds me often.  

“Mother,” I begin, finding the courage to ask something I’ve kept to 

myself the past few weeks, “Who might I marry?”  

“Oh, any of the young men at your party will be more than eligible,” 

she says without concern, smoothing her skin as she turns her face side to 

side, “It’s simply a matter of choosing which one you most care for.” 

“Is that how you chose Da?” Mother stops her primping and looks at 

me. I think I see a moment of sadness and longing before her usual 

charming features restore themselves on her ageless face. Perhaps I saw 

nothing at all. 

“Of course, dear,” she says with a radiant smile, “We danced and 

danced the night of my seventeenth birthday. I never felt so beautiful and 

alive as I did that night, nor have I since. I knew Thornton would bring me 

great happiness, and so he has. Just look at all the finery he bestows upon 

us!”  

Mother places a goldthread belt around her narrow waist with a 

giggle, and soon we’re tossing more clothing about as we try on 

everything, laughing in the most unladylike way. 

 

*** 

 

I’m exhausted by dinnertime, but find my appetite is quite large 

thanks to all the activity earlier in the day. Mother and I must’ve tried on 

more than a dozen gowns each, not counting all the sashes, veils, and 



baubles in between. Da raises a brow when we enter the dining hall, but 

resumes his scratchings on parchment.  

“Oh really, Thornton!” Mother scolds, “Must you bring those papers 

to dinner?” Mother wrinkles her nose at the loose pile of papers Da seems 

to have with him wherever he goes. With the papers is his special quill 

pen, which he shows to every new acquaintance. It was made especially 

for him by some inventor, I can’t remember who, and doesn’t need a pot of 

ink for dipping. Da likes to jest it is his most prized possession, but if 

Mother is to be believed, Da isn’t actually joking. On more than one 

occasion she has worked herself up into a fit of tears over the silly pen! 

“Yes, my dear,” he says, calm as ever, “Ideas do not retire for meals 

as we do. One may strike at any moment and I must be prepared.” 

“But at dinner, Thornton!” she says upon sitting, “Do tell me you 

won’t carry around that rubbish during your daughter’s party. That would 

be utterly vulgar. I don’t think I could survive the embarrassment!” 

“Don’t worry, my dear,” he replies, “I can set my work aside for my 

flower’s party.” He smiles warmly at me, a smile I return. Da has always 

been able to manage Mother’s criticism with the utmost aplomb. Though I 

do not understand how he can be so passionate about his writing, I think 

it’s awfully dear of him to work so hard at it. I only wish I could show a 

fraction of interest in the things he cares about, but I just can’t seem to get 

hold of them in my mind. Mother says it’s not a lady’s place to think too 

hard, since it can only give a woman wrinkles too early in her life. 

After a nice meal of my favorite foods, roasted lamb with basil, 

sweetened yams, and a delicious cherry tart, I find I can barely keep my 

eyes open. I wish Mother and Da good night, and make my way to my 

room, Matilda following, to prepare for bed. Tomorrow brings another day 

of gown fittings, birthday party preparation, and meal planning. I fall 

asleep with a smile on my face. 

 

*** 

 

A scream wakes me. Then, more screams. My head feels as if it’s 

stuffed with wool and I slowly realize my room is hazy with smoke. I push 

open my shutters only to see the keep ablaze. I blink hard, willing myself 

to wake up.  I realize it’s real when I see the keepsfolk running around the 

bailey in panic. The basket-maker runs out of her burning home, an arm 

around each of her children, while one of the stable-lads trips and falls 

face-first on a flaming log. The smell of people burning reaches my nose, 

and I gag. I feel like I should run but I’m frozen in place, my eyes forcing 

me to witness horror after horror. Why can’t I move? 



 The guards rally with their swords to fight invaders, but there aren’t 

any. I look up and see, for a moment only, a sorcerer floating in the air 

above the keep, eyes blazing, starting more fires everywhere he points his 

staff. The sorcerer looks at me and our eyes meet. I have only a moment to 

take in his black eyes before he vanishes, and I go blind, my eyes burned 

by his! Matilda finds me as I scream for help in the hall upstairs. She drags 

me outside while I rub my stinging eyes, willing them to see again. 

 The heat from the fires awakens my instinct to flee, but Matilda pulls 

me through the yard as my ears fill with terrified shrieks. The keepsfolk 

scream as they pound on the gates, and children sob nearby. People run 

everywhere, knocking into me in their haste to escape the raging inferno. 

“The gates are barred!” Matilda shouts to me above the screams, 

“Hurry!” She pulls me again, back towards the fires. I stop and dig my 

heels into the ground, feeling the heat. “Trust me!” she screams, and I hear 

the desperation in her voice. She yanks my arm again and we move 

through the crackling nightmare. Claws of heat snatch at my hair and 

gown, and I gag at the sickening stench of my hair burning.  

“Mother? Da?” I shout through my sobs, each word ripping through 

my scorched throat, but the only response I get is something shoved into 

my arms, rough on my bare skin. 

“Hold onto this,” Matilda yells in my ear, helping me onto the edge 

of the well, “Now, jump!” 

I grab at her with one hand, holding tight to a fistful of her 

nightgown. I can’t see anything! 

“Come with me!” I sob, but she pries my fingers loose, shouting that 

she has to find her husband. The next thing I know, she pushes me down 

the well. I scrape against the side on my way down, bumping my elbow 

hard on the stone. A scream rips out of my throat as I plummet in 

darkness. 

The cold water of the well knocks some sense into me, but only after 

a moment of panic as I splash around blindly until I find what Matilda 

gave to me. I do as she said and hold the bundle tight, hugging it close as 

the screams of my dying family and friends echo down the well. My feet 

instinctively kick the water beneath me, ignorant of my broken heart. I 

know I could be down here for days waiting for the fire to go out, waiting 

for someone to rescue me. Or I could die down here because nobody will 

check for survivors. My legs begin to ache and I am cold. So very cold.  

 My sight returns during the night, but it’s too dark inside the well to 

see much of anything, just a fading glow as the fire dies and the sun rises. 

Ashes rain from the sky, coating the surface of the water. I hug the bundle, 

a block of cork, tight, and dangle my fingers in the water. I study my ashy 



fingers very, very carefully in the gray light. I’m afraid of what I will do to 

myself if I give my mind a single moment to think.  

Once the fire dies out I hear someone moving at the top of the well. I 

try to cry for help, but a wheeze comes out instead. The sorcerer pops his 

head over the side, startling me. The cork floats out of my grasp as my 

limbs jerk in surprise. My head dips beneath the surface and I sink, my 

arms and legs too stiff to move. My feet touch something cloth and 

bubbles escape when I scream underwater, but then I’m ripped out of the 

water and hurled up through the well. Someone else was down there! 

 ”So you survived after all,” the sorcerer says as I float above him, 

his voice coming from inside my head and echoing all around me, laced 

with magic that makes my skin crawl. “A cruel twist of fate for you. I 

imagine you would rather be dead. Pity.” He stares at me curiously, before 

depositing me on the ground in front of him, a soaking, sobbing mess. I 

wretch, bringing up water and ashes. He wrinkles his nose and moves his 

long, violet sorcerer’s robe away from me. 

“What to do, what to do. This is quite a problem. You see, you 

should’ve died. The fire was to kill you and your family. At least it took 

care of your father, and everyone else, I suppose.” His eyes blaze while he 

thinks of what to do, fire dancing in his enlarged black pupils. A corner of 

his mouth is raised in a sneer, revealing pointy teeth beneath his ruby lips. 

I look away. “Hmm. I could kill you right here, but you’d probably prefer 

that. No, no, that’s simply too easy after all this. Let’s see. What would 

amuse me most?” 

 ”P...Pl...,” I try to plead for my life, but my voice comes out as a 

hoarse croak from screaming and crying for so long in the smoky air. 

“What was that? Trying to beg are you? Pathetic. You sound like an 

animal. Like an ass! Maybe that’s what you should become…alas; your 

ladyship is far too fine for that. Yes, I know just the thing!” Decided, he 

lifts his staff and points it at me.... 

Intense pain contorts my body. Then, darkness. 

 

  



2: Knives 

 

 
I check all my blades once again. They are securely in place, as I 

knew they would be. My cloak, made from cloth the shade of shadow, 

easily hides me in the dark. The mission itself is simple: sneak in, find the 

prince, get him out. Keep him safe. 

The details of the mission are sparse. Partly to keep the players 

involved safe, and partly because the Numarian Royal Council is very 

good at keeping secrets, almost to a fault. No matter. Other Luna Knights 

have surveyed Palace Numar during previous missions, so I know the 

layout well. The past few days I’ve been doing some reconnaissance of my 

own. There—the short guard is relieving his favorite subordinate. They 

will chat for a few minutes.  

The shadows hide me as I slip past the guard and the underling, 

through the side gate and silently up the stairs into one of the murder-

holes. The guards patrol this part of the palace rather than stand at posts. 

One, two, three… I start counting as one guard passes me in the hall. I am 

hidden, just another part of the shadow. Forty-five, forty-six, forty-seven… 

I ready myself to follow the next guard, who passes the doorway at my 

count of fifty. Right on time. I silently thank him for his punctuality.  

Halfway down the hall, just before the guard following him turns the 

corner, I quickly enter the lesser audience chamber. It appears empty, as it 

should be at this time of night. Still, I wait in the shadows until I am 

certain I am alone. A secret panel, reserved for the escape of the royal 

family or, more likely, bored audience members, leads me to a narrow 

hallway. I listen.  

Satisfied, I travel to the end of the hall and up two flights of tight 

stairs. A tapestry covers the exit, since this staircase is primarily used by 

servants. I wait behind it. There are guards in this hallway, watching the 

way to the Royal Chambers. Two are posted in the middle, outside the 

door of the dying king, and there’s a guard at either end of the hall. In a 

few minutes they will change positions.  

I hold my breath to calm my heart, which is beating a bit fast. 

Centering my mind, I close my eyes and imagine my route again. It is 

simple. There is no room for doubt, I hear the Master of Shadows say in 

my mind. Only routine.  

I have done these maneuvers thousands of times. When I hear the 

heavy footfalls of the guards, I know I must move. I slip beneath the 

tapestry without a ripple and become one of the guard’s shadows. The 

guards are wearing dark blue sleeves to mourn the death of their queen, 



niece to King Marcus of Delaterra. I make it to the end of the hall and 

disappear. The way to the Children’s Wing is down here.  

Or, I should say, The Child’s Wing. Both princesses died a few years 

before. Officially it was Green Leaf Fever, but the Luna Knights are not so 

sure. We are also not sure the late queen died of delayed complications 

from childbirth. Only the young prince remains. I just hope he’s old 

enough to know how to keep quiet. 

One sleepy guard stands in front of the prince’s chambers. This one I 

will have to deal with. One, two, three steps from the shadows—I pinch 

him sharply on the neck and ease him to the floor as he succumbs to the 

Black Sleep. He will wake eventually, long after we’re gone.  

The door creaks slightly as I open it, but not loudly enough for me to 

worry. There are no guards inside, just a servant sleeping in a chair who 

jolts awake as I shut and bolt the door. Her pale blue eyes widen and she 

leaps to her feet, preparing to scream. I cover her mouth with my hand 

before she even realizes I’ve crossed the room. 

“Silence,” I whisper in her ear, “I’m here to take the prince away, to 

protect him. Weren’t you expecting me?” She nods sharply so I remove 

my hand. 

“I’m the one who sent for you,” she whispers back, “We will be 

ready to leave in a moment. I’ve already packed, see?” ‘We’? She retrieves 

a small bag from behind the chair and puts it on. 

I survey the room and see no bed. “Where is the prince?” I ask, 

immediately suspecting a trap. My fingers tickle one of my secret blades, 

ready to release it. 

“Here,” the servant says, bending over an elaborate basket I had 

overlooked, thinking it housed toys, not a child. She brings out a small 

bundle and wraps it in dark cloth, shushing him as he starts to whimper. 

The whimpering stops. 

“That’s the prince?” I show surprise uncharacteristic of a Luna 

Knight. I’ll never make it out of here with a screaming infant. 

The servant looks at me. Desperation, hope, and grief flash across her 

face. For a moment she looks like she’ll erupt in hysterics but instead she 

squares her shoulders and holds the prince tight to her. 

“If we go now, he’ll stay asleep most of the way, so long as nothing 

startles him awake,” she lifts her chin, daring me to object. 

“You don’t understand,” I say quickly, quietly, “My entire escape 

plan is for myself and the prince…I can’t take you with.” 

“You have to!  Without me, he’ll starve.” Seeing my confusion, she 

adds, “I’m his wetnurse.” 



“Wetnurse?” I echo. This is all wrong; nothing is going as it should! 

“The prince is supposed to be a year or two old, and have no need for a 

wetnurse! Explain.” 

“There’s no time,” she pleads, “We have to go. I’ll explain 

everything once we’re safe. Trust me—this is the prince, Prince Teodorik. 

Please, let’s hurry.” 

I shake my head, quickly re-planning the escape route to 

accommodate the new circumstances. The likelihood of us being 

discovered is now tenfold what it was. I should just leave them both. But 

that would mean death for the little prince. Not tonight, but sometime 

soon. Marcus, “king” of Delaterra, does not want him alive. 

Cursing under my breath, I turn to the woman, who is rocking the 

baby prince in her arms. “We’ll go,” I say, “But I have to tell you that it’s 

not likely we’ll survive this. If it comes down to it, I will leave you behind. 

Understand?” She nods. “Good. Then let’s go.” 

I open the door. The guard is slumped where I left him. I drag him 

inside and restrain him. Instead of going back the way we came, we make 

for the spiral staircase in the corner, which goes down to the baths. No one 

should be bathing at this time of night.  

We wait. The nurse sways the small prince gently. He sleeps on. 

Good. If he stays silent there’s a chance we’ll all escape alive.  

Just as I’m about to leave the baths, the nurse tugs on my sleeve. She 

gestures to the grate that drains the water. I pull her close and whisper in 

her ear, “Do you know where it leads?” 

She nods twice, but bites her lip. I raise my brows: Dangerous? She 

nods again. Quickly, I estimate the dangers of a drain compared to the 

dangers of discovery. Discovery would most likely mean death. There are 

still a few supporters of King Ragnar, but most of the guards have been 

bought by King Marcus, either with coin or fear.  

The drains would be cold and wet. But at this time of night, there 

should be little water, so the risk of drowning would be low. I bend to ask 

one more question, which will decide the matter. 

“Can you swim?” I whisper, her red hair soft on my nose. She nods, 

but holds the prince up. Of course, she can’t swim and hold the prince at 

the same time. Hopefully it won’t come to that. 

Decided, I silently lift the grate and set it beside me. The nurse hands 

me the prince and takes a peek down—it drops only six feet or so. She 

hops down, surprising me with a quiet landing, and reaches up for the 

prince. He shifts when I hand him down, but quiets with the nurse’s 

shushing. I hop down next and place the grate back over us. The top of the 

drain is just a bit short and I have to duck my head a little. There are a few 



inches of water on the floor, which is slippery with soaps and years of 

running water.   

Faint windows of light lead the way before and behind us.  

“Which way?” I whisper. I want to head away from the palace as fast 

as possible. She points back, deeper into the palace, and lifts four fingers. 

Four drains? I point. She nods.  

I can only hope she knows what she’s doing, or we’ll all die a 

traitor’s death.  

 

*** 

 

The wetnurse is smarter than I gave her credit for. There was just one 

close call under the third drain, when we almost passed beneath it the same 

time guards walked above it, but something held us back. Perhaps it was 

instinct. The fourth drain leads up to the old Moon Bath, which hasn’t 

been used in the three generations since an Aurumesian queen last sat the 

Numarian throne.  

After bringing the woman up behind me, she searches for a small 

basket that is hidden in a cupboard. In it is a Numarian cloak, light-weight 

dark blue wool trimmed in silver thread, which she places over my 

shoulders, and a smaller, identical version that she changes into. Her 

wedded ring, a band of silver on her left hand, flashes in the moonlight. 

Does she believe she’ll be able to flee the city without her husband 

noticing? I grab her wrist as she reaches to fix my collar, suspicion flaring 

within me. 

“Who are you?” I whisper sharply. She freezes, scared and confused. 

“Freya,” she whispers back, “Don’t you know?” I shake my head and 

her brow furrows in concern. Clearly this whole mission is not going as 

planned for either of us. I tap her silver band with my finger and arch a 

brow. Won’t he notice? 

Her face crumples and she withdraws her hand, holding the little 

prince closer. Silent tears pour down her face and I stand there, 

dumbfounded. A minute later, after a few deep breaths, she straightens 

again. 

“I’m a widow,” she whispers, “I’ll explain when we’re safe. We 

don’t have much time now. Just pretend that we’re…wedded.” Her voice 

catches as she gestures to our matching cloaks. Of course. Couples wear 

the same colors in Numar. 

Just as we’re about to leave, we hear the alarm bells from the palace. 

My lip curls in frustration. The little prince stirs at the sound, making little 

noises. 



“Shh, shh,” Freya coos to him, looking at me with panic in her eyes. I 

look out the door to the bath house and see the edge of a forest nearby, just 

outside the hedge. I point to it and she nods. It can’t be more than twenty 

paces away across open ground, but I see lights in the distance and know 

they will be checking the area soon. I stuff Freya’s old cloak into the 

basket and we all leave through the front door. It wouldn’t have been my 

first choice, but there are no other options at this point.  

Freya’s instinct is to run, but I hold her back, gesturing to make sure 

her dark cloak is tight around her. Walking slowly, in this case, would be 

harder to notice than running. If anyone is even glancing our way, that is. 

The hedge is thick, but we find a spot to push through. The prince 

cries out in alarm as a branch brushes his face. I’m not sure what Freya 

does, but in moments he quiets down. There is a wall that surrounds the 

wood, but it is poorly kept. Freya knows where she is going and takes us to 

a part we can climb over, stepping gingerly on the piled rubble. It does not 

escape my notice how well she can balance, even with her arms occupied. 

Who is this woman?  

Close to the wall there is a path that we take to a side street, sparsely 

lined with houses, all dark. We take the road, staying in the shadows, and I 

feel safer once we’re in the city. Not many places are at open this time of 

night, but there is one place we will be welcome.  

The Luna Sisters live modest lives. Their temples are contained 

within high walls, which are patrolled by Luna Knights such as myself. A 

heavy wooden door, open during the day to welcome the poor and those 

who wish to pray, is barred shut at night. I knock. A few moments later, a 

familiar pair of pale gray eyes greets me, reflecting the small light of her 

lantern. Sister Gray, as she is known, lets us in and quickly shuts the door 

behind. Her small, thin frame is swathed in her gray robes, her silver hair 

tucked neatly in a white hood. She cocks her head to the right and we 

follow, quietly.  

Immediately inside the walls is the Luna Temple, which is open to 

everyone who wants to pray to the goddess Luna. We don’t go in. Instead, 

we skirt around the outside, where we enter in through a side door. Even in 

the safety of the temple, we must be cautious. Not all the Sisters are loyal 

to our cause. Sister Gray leads us to her own room, a small cell, where she 

sets her lantern on the table. 

“I am Watcher tonight, so you may sleep here. It would be best if you 

are gone by dawn,” she says. Then, she looks at the prince and smiles. It is 

a sad smile, perhaps showing a little regret at a life not chosen. But then 

she nods once, showing her approval. “You will keep him safe, Knight, I 

know. Do not forget your mission.” She leaves, shutting the thin wooden 

door behind her. There is no lock.  



I look at Freya, who sits on the narrow bed, rocking the prince in her 

arms. I see his eyes open and shining in the light of the lantern, watching. 

The room is sparse in furnishings, but there is a small fireplace. My 

belongings, brought up from the cellar where I camped for the past few 

weeks, are in my bag by the fireplace. I light some candles and start a fire 

before going through my bag. The room is near freezing.  

“I can’t believe we made it out,” Freya says quietly, “I didn’t think it 

was possible. Yet, here we are.”  

I let the silence stretch, wondering if she’ll fill it. She does. 

“I wasn’t sure what to expect, for the rescue, I mean. All I got was 

one message back saying to be ready. There was nothing about who was 

coming, or where we’d go. I wasn’t even sure if the whole thing wasn’t a 

trap, an excuse to get me and Rik killed. But, we’re actually safe…” Her 

voice shakes and she’s crying again, softly, holding Rik close to her. I stop 

tending the fire and look at her. What should I do? Reluctantly, I put down 

my things and go sit by her, crinkling the straw mattress. I place my cloak 

around her shoulders and pat her on the back a few times, unsure how to 

comfort her. Dagger never cried.  

“Yes, we’re safe. For now,” I say, “The real trick will be getting on a 

ship tomorrow, with guards scouring the city. I can’t promise that you and 

the prince won’t come to harm, but I can promise you I’ll do my best to 

protect both of you. Ironically, once we get to Delaterra, you’ll be a bit 

safer.” 

“Who is trying to kill Rik, anyway?” She looks at me, her eyes 

shining with tears. The pale blue has flecks of green and gold that I was 

unable to see from a distance. I push that aside and focus on her question, 

and the implications behind it. Either she is who she says she is, or she’s a 

very good actress. There are a few things I must clear up, first. 

“I will answer your questions, but first you must answer mine. I have 

to know if I can trust you. Explain why the prince is so young—our 

informant said he was just shy of two years old!” 

“Two years ago, yes, there were twin boys, one was stillborn. The 

other lived for quite a few months but he…he wasn’t whole. I don’t know 

all the details; I just know he wasn’t healthy. Queen Odelia hadn’t been in 

her right mind since she lost the girls a few years ago, then with the loss of 

one twin, and the other deformed…it was all kept very quiet. When the 

queen found out she was expecting again, she was filled with hope. 

Feverish hope, some said. But, after Rik was born, another wave of Green 

Leaf Fever swept through the city. This time it claimed the queen herself, 

and my own babe and husband.” She’s quiet for a few moments. “That 

was just over a month ago. Then I kept hearing whispers that someone 

wanted to harm Rik. There was a guard, I’m not sure who, but he would 



always say odd things to me, things that scared me. That’s when I went to 

the Luna Sisters and prayed for aid. A week later, I got a message saying 

help was coming, and to be ready to flee with Rik.” 

It all makes sense, except for one detail. “How did you become the 

prince’s wetnurse? What did you do before that?” 

“I…I was a washerwomen.” I study her hands, which show the recent 

signs of such harsh work. “My husband, Lorens, helped maintain the 

weapons in the garrison. The fever took the prince’s first nurse and instead 

of leaving me to my grief, they handed him to me.” Again, she holds him 

close. 

“Who is ‘they’?” 

“Miranda. She’s the Serventmistress. She knew me from when I did 

the wash, and I suppose she found out about Lorens and Milla, 

my…daughter. Now tell me, who wants to harm Rik?” 

“I can’t say. Believe me, it will become clear soon enough. Until 

then, you’ll have to trust me. Do you love him?” I point to the babe. 

“Aye,” she says, “As much as I can, though he isn’t really mine. I 

love him enough to protect him with my life, if that’s what you mean.” 

“That is what I meant. I trust you to act accordingly if you want him 

to survive.” 

Rik peeps out from his blankets and stares at me. His colorless eyes 

reflect the light from the fire. Despite myself, my lips lift in a smile. I’ve 

never had much experience with babies and am surprised that I feel an 

urge to protect him simply because he is small and defenseless. I dismiss 

this feeling—I should protect him no matter what I feel. I get to my feet 

and take off my shadow cloak while Freya lays Rik on the bed to change 

his wrappings.  

“My name will be Rickard Brune,” I say to her, “And you are Hilda 

Brune. Rik can still be called Rik, but it’s short for Rickard, not Teodorik. 

Got it?” 

She repeats the names a few times before addressing me, “I’m not 

stupid. I may have been a washerwoman but before that life was not so 

comfortable. I know how to keep my wits sharp.” 

“You used to be a thief,” I say, the pieces falling into place. The back 

of her neck reddens as she finishes wrapping up Rik. I’m right. 

“How did you know?” She asks, pulling out a breast to feed the baby, 

who suckles happily. I turn away to give them some privacy, though she 

doesn’t seem bothered by an audience.  

“The way you move, the way you think,” I shrug, “It wasn’t hard for 

me to figure out. You might want to be a little more clumsy, but don’t 

force it or it will be obvious. Bump into me while we’re walking, 

occasionally drop something, or grab my arm when you have to step over a 



puddle. If you appear helpless and incapable, you will be less suspicious. 

We are simply a young family headed to Delaterra to visit your brother. 

Do you have a brother?” 

“I had a brother. Paul. He disappeared when I was fifteen.” 

“Perfect. We’ve had word that he’s now living in Delaterra, and 

you’d love to attend his wedding and introduce him to us, your new 

husband and child. And what is the name of his lovely wife-to-be?” 

“Agnes,” Freya provides, smiling a bit. “Agnes Flanel.” 

“How charming. Can you remember all this?” 

Freya nods, and challenges, “Can you?”  

 

*** 

 

A few hours later, Sister Gray taps on the door. I wake instantly 

while Freya struggles to rise, groggy from tending to little Rik during our 

scant hours of rest. I open up my little bag of bracer and pop a flower in 

my mouth. The little stimulant should help keep me awake and alert 

throughout the day. Rik protests as Freya straightens her clothes—he 

wants to fall back asleep in her warm, comforting arms. Sister Gray frowns 

at the little cries he makes, worried that the noise will wake the less loyal 

Sisters, I presume. 

“We don’t have much time,” she says softly, “You need to get down 

to the harbor, like all the rest who intend to board ships this morning. By 

now they’ll be stopping every couple with a babe, so be prepared for that. 

I—” she stops, listens for a moment, then continues, “Quickly now, you 

must slip out the side again. Here is some food. There is a cart with a trunk 

on it, but pray they don’t open it as it is filled mostly with rags. You’d be 

suspicious without it. May Luna bless you.” She touches two fingers to her 

forehead, lips, then points to Freya, the babe, and me. I nod in return.  

I make sure Freya looks well, her hair is smooth and fresh, and her 

clothes unwrinkled. I changed out of my shadow garb and put on plain 

wool trousers, a linen shirt, and blue wool vest. Freya has a dark blue 

kirtle, freshly pressed by Sister Gray, over a linen shift. Both of us don our 

blue cloaks again, and Freya straightens my collar. It would not do for us 

to look like we’ve been on the run all night. Freya ensures Rik is on his 

way back to sleep before we steal down the hall, following Sister Gray to 

the same door we entered through just a few hours before. Sure enough, a 

small two-wheel cart awaits with an old leather trunk in back. I help 

Freya sit next to the trunk before grabbing the two handles to pull.  

The city is already awake, with vendors setting up their stalls in the 

market to sell freshly-baked bread, fish caught the night before, and fruits 

and vegetables brought in from the countryside. The people don’t seem to 



notice the extra guards roaming the streets. Maybe the Royal Council is 

trying to keep the search quiet? I ponder this a moment. Depending on 

who is heading the search, they may want to keep it covert so as not to 

alarm the public or to keep King Marcus from discovering the prince’s 

escape. Either way, it is to our benefit. I hitch up the handles and keep 

walking.  

“Alright back there, dear?” I ask Freya. 

“Yes, husband,” she replies demurely, “We’re fine.” I can’t help but 

smile a bit. We may just make it out of here alive. Or, I muse, she may be 

leading us, indirectly, into a masterfully laid-out trap. I would be a fool to 

trust her completely. Especially since she has illustrated so beautifully 

many of the skills one could expect to see in a spy.  

As we head through Porthaven, we pass the city square. A crowd has 

gathered to see a fresh traitor, hung just an hour before, judging by the 

color of his face. They left his uniform on, letting everyone know that the 

traitor was a member of the Royal Guards. I suppose they had to blame 

someone for the prince’s disappearance, but the strange thing is that he 

isn’t the man who guarded Rik’s door last night. Who is he? I get a fresh 

grip on the handles and pull faster, eager to get past so Freya doesn’t have 

to view the body any longer.  

My fresh clothes are drenched in sweat by the time we reach the 

harbor, both from exertion and the crowds. I can’t hear Freya above the 

din, but she and the babe are safer in the cart than the bustling streets. 

There are dozens of ships and vessels moored in the harbor, and my heart 

sinks a moment while trying to determine the way. Luckily I spy a harbor-

master, whose job it is to know which ship is moored where. I swallow my 

pride as I ask for his help. 

“Excuse me, sir,” I begin, causing him to whip his head around, 

nearly upsetting the large yellow hat that announces his profession, 

“Which way to the...” I pull out my papers, the backup plan for escape, 

and read, “...the Nest of Vipers?” I blink rapidly. Was that really the name 

of the ship? I hadn’t looked too carefully, as this means of escape did not 

seem likely at the time.  

“Aye, the Nest is that way,” he points south, “Look for Ruby Dock; 

it’ll be furthest out t’sea.” His head whips around the other way as another 

lost traveler begs for his attention.  

Hitching up the handles again, I pull the cart through the thickening 

crowds. Unlike the streets, which have some sort of order, the docks are 

chaotic as travelers barge every which way, intent on their destinations. 

Ruby Dock is painted red, easily discernible from the other docks painted 

the colors of other jewels. Unfortunately, there are a couple of guards 

stationed at the front of it. I breathe deep, trying to regain control of my 



heart, but it’s too hard to do while pulling a cart that grows heavier with 

every step. I stop to rest and go around back to check on Freya. 

She hugs Rik tight, clearly alarmed. She visibly relaxes when she 

sees me, which I note. Seeing that dead man probably distressed her 

greatly.  

“We’re heading to Ruby Dock, which is just over there,” I point to it 

and she cranes her neck to see, I have to shout for her to hear me. She 

nods, relieved that we’re close. “Remember who you are and we’ll be 

fine.” Her eyes sharpen, but she nods again. Her lips move as she says 

something to herself. I think it is her new name. 

When we make it to the dock we’re halted by the two soldiers who 

seem to be stopping everyone on their way through. 

“Papers!” one shouts, while the other bars the way with a large, sharp 

spear. I set the cart handles down and pat my front, trying not to appear too 

prepared. The guard looks annoyed as I take the time to arrange the papers 

before handing them over.  

“Husband?” I hear as Freya hops off the back and makes her way to 

the front, “Is everything all right?” The look of genuine concern on her 

face even convinces me, and I move to comfort her. Still, I notice the 

guard looking at my papers frown when he sees Rik.  

“Of course, dear,” I say, placing my hands on her shoulders, “These 

men are just checking our papers, and then we’ll be on our way.” I look to 

the spear guard, the less menacing of the two, for confirmation. He gives a 

short nod after hesitating for a few seconds. 

“What business have you in Delaterra?” the guard asks, eying us 

suspiciously over my papers, his gaze settling on Rik again. Another 

frown. 

“My wife’s brother is to be married,” I explain, “Of course we need 

to be there.” 

The spear guard gestures to Rik, “You’re taking a babe in board?”  

“Well, yes. The Shipmaster assured me that the voyage was both 

easy and short,” I say, then rearrange my face for a look of concern, “Did 

he mislead me? If so, then we may need to rethink our plans...” I look at 

Freya, who correctly displays a look of heartbreak at the prospect of not 

being able to see her brother. 

“No, no,” the guard who had been poring over the papers hands them 

back and waves us on with a look of disappointment, “You’re free to go. 

May Luna bless your voyage.” The last part is said with such routine it’s 

hard to thank him without sarcasm. 

“I’ll walk from here, husband,” Freya says quietly, “It’s not far, and 

the cart is heavy for you.”  



“Yes, dear,” I say, “But the moment you feel tired, let me know.” We 

make our way through the two guards and continue down the red dock, 

which is markedly less populated.  

“Could’ve sworn we were onto something,” I hear one guard mumble 

to the other, and a fist of alarm grips my gut and releases as we make our 

way down the dock. We’re close to being beyond danger, but there is still 

plenty of opportunity for it to make an end of us.  

The Nest of Vipers is a bright green vessel with crimson sails. Hardly 

inconspicuous, I muse, then concede, yet my instinct to avoid this vessel 

may be enough reason to choose it. Surely any pursuit would believe a 

wanted criminal wouldn’t choose such an ostentatious means of escape.   

There is a small crowd at the end of the dock made up of passengers 

and a few crew. A tall woman wearing a similar style hat to the harbor-

master, except green, walks up to us and asks to see my papers, which I 

hand over. She must be a dock-master.  

“Just the one trunk, then?” she asks, tacking on a label with 

“BRUNE” scrawled in large black letters and a few small symbols in the 

corner. I puzzle over the symbols, and then realize they must be for the 

sake of the crewmembers who can’t read. The trunk is taken away and 

we’re bustled onto the ship, into a small, stuffy cabin. Freya immediately 

sets to feeding the prince, who must be quite hungry at this point. I peer 

out the small window to give them some privacy and am awarded with an 

excellent view of the harbor.   

I bring out my small spyglass and can make out the two guards at the 

end of Ruby Dock, who are now in conversation with another pair of 

guards with red plumes in their helms. The spear guard points to our ship 

while the guard who looked at our papers talks. One of the guards with a 

red plume stares at the ship for a moment and writes down a note. Then, 

thankfully, they move on.   

We’re interrupted by a rapid knock on the door, which startles Rik. 

Freya looks a bit panicked and hastens to cover her breast while I move to 

open the door. A small Aurumesian man with oiled hair stands in the 

doorway and introduces himself. 

“Captain Syd Moreno,” he says with a flourish, “I have just a few 

things to go over before we depart. The voyage will be approximately four 

days. Please stay in your cabin as much as possible, as it is dangerous for 

both you and the crew when you are out on the deck. Breakfast is at eight 

‘o clock and dinner is at five o’clock, both in the mess hall off the galley. 

You may help yourself to waybread and water in between those times. 

There are twenty-two other passengers, who I must attend to now. If you 

have any questions, you may ask me or my Second.” 



He gives me a searching look before whirling out the door and 

shutting it decisively. Freya looks like she is on the verge of collapse, so I 

offer to hold Rik while she gets some rest. Her immediate response to my 

suggestion is a look of profound suspicion, but when I point out to her that 

exhaustion will actually hinder her ability to protect him, she hands him to 

me with instructions.  

“The moment he starts to fuss, wake me and I’ll take care of him,” 

she says around a yawn, laying down on the narrow shelf-bed and pulling 

up a blanket, “Only let me sleep for an hour.” 

“We’ll be fine,” I tell her as I rock the babe as I’d seen her do. At 

first he scrunches up his dark eyes at me, confused (or perhaps bemused) 

with his new holder. But soon his brow relaxes and he simply studies me 

with his intense, unwavering gaze. A sudden sense of knowing fills me: he 

will be a great king someday. Carefully, I sit down on my shelf-bed. 

Of course, I immediately dismiss the notion. It doesn’t matter if I 

think he’ll be a great king or another King Marcus. My job is to get him to 

safety so that he can grow up to be a king. Still, the feeling lingers as I 

study his tiny nose, little lips, and the little bubbles he seems to enjoy 

making. Not ten minutes later, the little eyes slowly close and suddenly the 

prince is sleeping. I experience a brief moment of panic as I wonder where 

I can put him, and then realize he’d probably wake as soon as I try to put 

him anywhere, so I decide to keep holding him. Besides, what else can I 

do to pass the time? 

My eyes are drawn to the prince’s face and my thoughts scatter, 

making any planning difficult. This simply will not do. If I cannot remain 

focused, how can I protect him? The Master of Shadows would be angry 

that one of his best students cannot summon the discipline to focus in a 

situation like this. I reposition myself so that my back is pressed against 

the cabin wall, and bring up my knees to support my arms cradling the 

prince. Then, I close my eyes and rest my head against the wall, breathing 

deep. The sounds of the prince and Freya breathing, the faint slaps of the 

waves against the ship, and the footsteps of sailors scampering about give 

me rhythm to breathe to. Find your center, focus on it. 

Soon after, I am able to see Westport in my mind. I can map out 

potential routes in the city, ranking them in ease of travel and safety. The 

priorities have changed and it’s a bit difficult to think in terms of length of 

travel and safety when I’m used to planning routes based on amount of 

shadow and opportunity of deception. But not that difficult.  

We’ll need to stop by the Luna Temple first. There, we can change 

clothes, gather supplies and intelligence, and rest before we move on. If we 

move on. They may not want to move the prince, not after they find out 

how young he is. Still, it’s good to plan for multiple scenarios. Assuming 



we do move on, we should then stop by the Keep, just to touch base with 

Father and get any news. He has different ways of learning what happens 

near Westport. Father’s news could alter the plan even more, or simplify it.  

According to the original plan, we would then make our way to the 

Master of Shadows. Who better to keep the prince safe than one who can 

disappear entirely? His last known location was Adamantolis, which is 

where we will head. With a babe this young, a horse and cart are 

necessary. Who knows, maybe Dagger could come along to help? I 

dismiss this amusing notion. She would undoubtedly make us more 

conspicuous, since her famous temper would likely negate any help or 

protection she could offer.  

  



Duncan 

 

 
3rd Day of Emerald Moon 

 

My Dear Madge, 

 

I hope this letter finds you well and that you enjoyed the little moth 

fellow that delivered it. He was a new spell I’ve discovered in your 

absence, among others. You’re welcome to send him on his way, or keep 

him awhile. I’m sure he’d enjoy your company. 

I do so hope you return soon, though one reason I’m writing this is to 

confirm your suspicions and give you warning: King Marcus has all but 

threatened us into his employ. It is as we feared. Ignizio, volatile as ever, is 

perhaps the most enamored with the king’s offerings. I suspect Ignizio has 

been promised the Opal of Opportunity, curse it and him, for he left the 

other night and has not returned. Soon after he left, I was awakened by 

terrible disturbances; likely you felt them, too, though I can only guess 

what Ignizio did. Something unforgivable, I’m sure. I impatiently await 

your counsel.  

Ronfeldt, Magnia, and Ilk seem to have sided with Marcus, but I am 

far too afraid to ask them openly if they support him out of fear, or if he 

has made them promises in exchange for their cooperation. The 

atmosphere of community is long gone, replaced with icy tolerance. 

“Divide and conquer”, so the saying goes. Well, divided we are, and 

conquered we’ve become.  

Bentbranch is still in the north, last I heard, escorting King Marcus to 

and from what is undoubtedly another massacre. Likely you know much 

more of this than I. Only Lucapher and a few of the acolytes remain 

neutral, as far as I can tell. Most like it is only a guise. I trust no one but 

you.  

 There are far more guards here than when you left. In fact, 

Malisheram is now essentially a base for Marcus’ troops and nefarious 

deeds and not the scholastic haven you and I have loved. I would leave, 

really, but there is still so much knowledge housed here that I have no 

hope of discovering in a lifetime of living here, let alone if I attempt an 

escape. I promise you this, however: if you come for me, I will leave with 

you. 

Should other eyes but yours read this, they will see the most 

beautiful, boring gibberish. You know what to do. 

 



Fondly, 

 

Duncan 

 

  



3: Flora 

 

 
Grass. It smells…sweet. I never noticed before. It smells…good, like 

cakes and sweets to eat on a summer day. I stretch down to take a bite, my 

white hair blowing out in front of my face. The motion catches my eye and 

I am startled—before I can think about reacting, I have already done so, 

shying away to the side. My heart races. I try to calm down, my mind 

fighting the instinct to run because I know, I know it is just my hair. But 

the panic is slow to subside. My heart still pounds as I try again to take a 

bite of grass. 

I nip at a few blades before my nostrils inhale a slight whiff of smoke 

and before I know it I am running down the hill, away from the keep that 

is still smoldering. In a tiny corner of my mind I know it is silly, because 

the fire died out long ago. The sorcerer was gone when I awoke. But it is 

only a small voice and it is easy to ignore. It is much easier to be moved by 

the instinct that screams, “Run…run!” So I run. It is difficult at first 

because I am trying to think about how my legs should move, are 

moving…I stumble and whinny as my foreleg catches a hind leg. I run 

again, this time not thinking and instead let the instinct, let the horse take 

over and I run as I never have before!  

For a small moment I can forget my grief. I forget that everyone I 

know is dead and that I have met the sorrowful fate of being transformed 

into a horse. The sheer joy of the run takes over and I feel an exhilaration I 

have never known as a woman: the pure joy of being at the peak of 

exhaustion and riding it to the end. My lungs fill in—pound! pound!—my 

feet strike the earth with a satisfying weight as dirt flies behind me. My 

lungs empty—pound! pound!—again! I toss my head high and feel the 

sweat break out all over. It doesn’t matter, nothing matters.  

Eventually my human thoughts return to me in a jumble. I feel my 

energy lag and I know I must stop, or I will run myself to death and I do 

not wish to die, not yet, not when vengeance must be meted out. The wind 

picks up, and I shiver. I look around and realize I have no idea where I am. 

The keep is nowhere in sight. I look up and the sun seems to be right on 

top of me. I know from my lessons that this means midday, but that 

doesn’t mean anything to me now.  

Suddenly I am thirsty, the thirstiest I have ever been in my entire life. 

The quest for water consumes me and I forget about midday and what it 

means, or used to mean, and I try to smell for water. My human intruder 

scoffs, You can’t smell water! But I know that I can, I can, I just need to 

try harder. I head one direction (my right, but it’s all arbitrary since I don’t 



know where I am or which direction is where) with my quivering nose in 

the air. Water, water, water, I think with every breath, with every sniff. 

Water, water, water! It’s close! It’s to my left, where I find a little stream 

with cattails growing on one bank. Cattails!—my human part shouts—you 

should’ve been looking, you dolt! I nod, agreeing, wondering if I can be 

both girl and horse in my head or if they will forever war for dominance 

during this transformation. Will one win? Can I only ever be girl or horse? 

I decide not to worry about that now as I dip my head and drink deeply. 

 Water has never tasted so good, has never been so satisfying. I drink 

until I can drink no more. How much did I drink? Gallons? The concept 

baffles me so I know it’s another thing that I can’t think too hard about, 

not just yet. I still need to get used to being a horse. Once I’ve figured out 

how to act like a horse and how to be a horse while still being a person, 

then I can worry about how to turn back into a girl and how to kill that 

sorcerer and avenge my family.  

The wind calms to a sigh every once in a while, lifting my mane with 

a little puff! before it moves on to rustle through the grass. I toss my head 

again and look around. Hunger. I feel it stabbing, intense. Well I was 

trying to eat grass when all this started!—my human part says 

indignantly. Very well. I search for a nice patch of clover and spy some 

growing on a hill not too far away. Do horses even eat clover? Grass? I 

don’t know. It doesn’t look anything like the yellow hay we fed the horses 

in our stables.  

The grass smells sweet, the clover even sweeter. I think that it can’t 

be that bad for me if it smells so good, so I bend my long neck to take a 

mouthful. There is no wind to blow my mane into my eyes this time, so I 

get a good bite. It is sweet. I take another mouthful, and another. Before I 

can stop myself I have eaten my fill of clover and grass and I hope that I 

don’t die from it. I don’t feel sick, but that may change. By now the sun 

has sunk slightly, so I know that is west. I still have no idea where I am 

because while I did study some, such as reading and writing and music and 

other things that my governesses tried to teach me, I never studied very 

hard nor did I have to. I never looked at a map. I know the little town of 

Featherton is to the west of the keep because I had visited it once with 

Da—no! I can’t think about them right now, or I may lose myself again.   

It is far too easy to forget that I have—had—a family. Tossing my 

head, I decide to head further east and see if there is another keep. It’s easy 

for me to imagine the kind family that will take me in and give me shelter 

and food. I can think of nothing better to do. I don’t know what I should be 

eating, first of all, and I don’t have any way to protect myself from wolves 

or, worse, bad people who would breed or sell or even eat me. So I think 

my first order of business is to find a kind family. I was never very good at 



judging character as a girl, not that I met many people to judge, but maybe 

my horse instincts will serve me better in this regard. 

I walk for most of the afternoon, going up hills and down hills with 

the sun warming my back. Suddenly I smell something that instantly sets 

me on edge. My heart starts to race again and I know there is something I 

should fear nearby, but I don’t know what it is. I inhale deeper, and I know 

it is a scent that I should recognize, something so familiar I should 

instantly know what it is. I walk up the next hill and start to see clearly 

what I had initially thought was a small forest at the base of the mountains. 

It is a camp, a huge camp of men. Soldiers. Now that I am looking clearly 

I can see their little tents and the smoke from their fires— 

I don’t waste any more time looking. Had I not helped stitch the 

tapestries in our hall that illustrated the Hundred Years of a Thousand 

Battles? I knew more ways than I wished to know how a horse (or a man) 

could die in battle.  I run the other way as fast as I can. These men would 

take me and use me in battle. I would die! This run is different than before. 

There is no joy behind this run, only fear. I know I am running more or 

less straight west until I can run no further, my lungs on fire and my legs 

collapsing under me. I need water but I don’t have the strength to get up 

and find any. I lay in a heap beneath a tree, shivering and sweating and 

still feeling like my heart is going to burst out my chest. 

Eventually I become calm. There seem to be moments that 

completely disappear from time. I don’t remember how I got to be calm or 

how I got to this tree. A tendril of fear creeps down my throat as I realize 

how easy it was for me to forget myself, to let the horse take over. I 

swallow the fear as best I can and try to figure out what to do. I know now 

not to head east. But the sun has almost set, and I am thirsty and cold; my 

sweat has dried, but I still shiver as the fears of today race through my 

mind. 

Night is falling. I am without shelter, food, and drink, and I am 

vulnerable. I lay my head down on the ground before me and close my 

eyes. I try to rest so I can continue my search in the morning. I hope I will 

live to see it. 

 

*** 

 

The cold wind and animal sounds keep me awake for most of the 

night, but amazingly I survive. The morning is a bit foggy, and everything 

is covered in dew, including myself. A small white cloud forms whenever 

I exhale, amusing me for a few moments. When I realize I’m still hungry 

and thirsty, I slowly get to my feet and start walking west. Before long, I 

come across another stream, so I drink my fill. It’s very cold and makes 



my long throat ache, but I drink anyway. Because I don’t feel sick from the 

clover and grass I ate yesterday, I decide to eat more. Judging by the 

pleasant taste on my long, strange tongue, I conclude that I’ve been eating 

what I should. 

The morning passes slowly as I travel hill over rolling hill. The only 

thing I am thankful for is that the sun is shining, and there’s no hint of rain. 

I eat when I feel like it and drink when I find streams, which are plentiful. 

I hadn’t known this about the country, that there are so many streams. 

When I looked out my window at the keep, all I could see were grassy hills 

stretching forever. I push those thoughts away, trying not to think about 

the keep. Sometimes the desire to remember what happened a few days 

ago worms its way to the front of my mind and I stand, paralyzed, until I 

can tuck it away again. It’s so easy to let the instincts take over and let the 

horse in me roam. 

I see a man. Should I run? I watch him for a moment and can tell 

when he sees me. He starts to walk toward me, his hand shading his eyes 

so he can see me more clearly. He is still fairly far away and I could easily 

outrun him if he proves to be a threat…but he may be a nice man, the kind 

rider I am looking for. 

I let him get close enough so that I can hear his voice and see his face 

clearly. “Easy, girl,” he says, “Shh...I won’t hurt you.” Light brown hair 

curls down to his neck and I catch a glimpse of gray eyes before he looks 

away, not meeting my gaze. I notice a cut on his face as I look at him 

critically with my left eye, then my right. It’s a fresh wound so he was 

probably in a fight recently. I won’t trust him. I turn to walk away, but he 

starts singing! 

 

“Lady Ashara the beautiful mare, 

Silkiest soft is her moonlit hair, 

Taking her knight almost everywhere, 

Riding as fast as a reckless dare,” he sings. 

 

I stare at him, intrigued. “There, there, girl. That’s it! I won’t hurt 

you. My, you’re a beauty! What are you doing way out here, with no tack? 

You look half wild!” He’s talking to me softly to calm me down, 

something I’ve seen the stable lads do. I let him keep talking because 

there’s no way he could catch me if I decide to run. The breeze lifts and 

his scent wafts toward me and my nostrils flare as I breathe him in. Even 

though he hasn’t washed in a few days, his scent smells good. A slight, 

pleasant buzzing fills my head for a few seconds. I don’t panic like I did 

from the soldiers’ scent, even though this stranger also smells of smoke, 

blood, and man.  



He reaches a hand to touch my nose, and I let him. He touches 

gently, delicately, just stroking the velvet on my nose like a caress. My 

eyes close and he moves his hand to my neck, running his fingers through 

my mane. 

 “You do have silky soft hair, just like Lady Ashara! And so pale, 

like moonlight. Are you sure you didn’t walk out of a legend? And what’s 

this!—you’re covered in ashes. I don’t believe it,” he says, shaking his 

head, “If you’re not a magical horse, I’ll eat my hat. Just when my feet 

couldn’t bear walking up another hill, Lady Ashara trots out of a tale to 

come to my aid. Well, Ash, I have a proposition for you: if you’ll take me 

to Featherton, I’ll make sure I find your owner. Meanwhile, I’ll give you 

hay, clean water, a warm stable for the night, and even a few apples.”  

He pets my neck and back with long, comforting strokes. I decide 

that this is a good man and I will make him my rider, for now. I stand still 

while he gets out a blanket and lays it across my back. I don’t know what 

to do to help him mount, but he seems to know what he’s doing. He uses 

his long legs to hop on and I grunt from the sudden weight as he lands. I 

stand still until he gently nudges my flanks, so I start walking slowly. 

I’m concentrating so hard on keeping him on my back that at first I 

don’t notice that he’s talking to himself. “Could make up a few more 

verses to that one...gah...people have heard it so many times already...but it 

is a favorite…” his voice drifts off as he starts humming. Eventually he 

starts mumbling again, but can’t quite make out what he’s saying. It 

sounds like he’s trying to find rhymes for ‘mare’, but I have no idea why. 

Perhaps he’s a minstrel? Then why does he carry a sword? He guides me 

up another hill and we stop to take our bearings.  

“Well,” he says, “Looks like if we head due west from here we 

should end up in Featherton by sundown. I could use a bath and a warm 

bed, and I’m sure you could do with a combing and a safe place to sleep, 

too. Tomorrow I’ll ask around to see if anyone has lost a beautiful white 

horse...if not, well, we’ll worry about that tomorrow.” With a click of his 

tongue, we go down the hill and straight towards the sun.  

Without warning, he starts to sing again: 

 

“Lady Ashara the beautiful mare, 

Silkiest soft is her moonlit hair, 

Taking her knight almost everywhere, 

Riding as fast as a reckless dare. 

 

Lady Ashara the beautiful mare, 

Pearly white is her coat most fair, 

Dodging dragons without a care, 



Galloping through the midnight air.” 

 

*** 

 

We make it into the town just as the last rays of the sun sink from the 

sky. I remember the town gate with its two tall, elaborately carved wood 

pillars on either side of the road—one is of the sun god Helix carrying a 

bushel of wheat on one shoulder, and the other is of the moon goddess 

Luna with her hands resting on her pregnant belly. I remember asking Da 

something about them...why aren’t they carved in marble, like the 

statuettes we have at home? I sway my head side to side and the memory 

dissipates, as I wish it to.  

The rider is leading me to the inn, but I already know where it is. I 

head for the front door, the people’s entrance, but he clicks his tongue and 

says, “Not this way, girl, we need to get you to the stables.” He gets off 

and guides me around back, where the smell of other horses sends me in a 

panic: these are real horses. Their scent sets my head spinning, trying to 

figure out if they’ll be able to tell if I’m not one of them and worrying that 

they think I am. They sense my nervousness and watch me with their 

animal eyes, swishing their tails. I frantically wonder if they’ll attack me 

or reject me, or maybe they’ll just ignore—  

“Shh, there, there, that’s it. You’ll be fine here, Ash. You, lad, brush 

her down well and comb out her mane and tail. Give her some good feed 

and a few apples and I’ll make it worth your while if I find her happy in 

the morning,” he says and gives a boy a penny with a promise of two more 

in the morning and leaves me. He leaves me. The boy whistles through his 

teeth as he leads me to the stand and begins to brush me down.  

It feels good, but it tickles and feels awkward in places. I want to jerk 

away when it tickles but I try not to move. Yet when I try to take my mind 

off the brushing, I become filled with worry that the rider will leave me 

here, alone. It’s hard, instead, to focus on the promise of good horse food 

and clean water and a warm place to sleep.  

“Tosh, why yeh is a pritty may, ‘ent yeh? T’isn’t a wondroo why yeh 

mastah wants yeh takin’ sah weel cared of. An’ I’ll do et,” the lad speaks 

while he brushes, but I can barely understand him for his strange, thick 

accent, so I stop listening to the words and just let the highs and lows of 

his speech wash over me, absently wondering why he speaks so strangely. 

He doesn’t sound at all like the other folk in Featherton. Despite my will to 

stay alert, I find myself relaxing, my eyes glazing over...slowly shutting 

while the brush strokes...strokes...  

 

*** 



 

I come back to my senses in a stall. How did I get here? I take in the 

smell of sweet hay, a bucket of water, and yes!—two red apples. I eat 

some hay, saving the apples for dessert. I feel a little rested, but I know 

morning is still far away.  

My ears hear almost everything. When I try to listen, I can hear the 

talking in the tavern that is the main floor of the inn. It is a small town, just 

a few crossroads and shops, and from the sound of it quite a few of the 

villagers have gathered at the tavern for food and company. I hear a guitar, 

then the rider’s voice as he sings the ballad he must have been thinking up 

on the ride here. Most of the words are lost in the din, but the crowd must 

have liked it since they cheer and ask for another. So he must be a bard 

after all, I think, but what kind of bard carries a sword and gets into 

fights? I listen to another song about a farmer on a hill as I drift off to 

sleep. 

 

*** 

 

“Ah, you’re still here! So you weren’t a dream after all,” the rider 

says to me in the morning. “I was afraid you’d disappear in the night, like 

the fairy horse Ashara.” He tosses the stable lad the pennies he promised 

and leads me out into the yard. A saddle hangs, ready for my back. 

“Seems there was a fire at Delarosa Keep last week, killed everyone 

there. Well, except no one could find the corpse of the heir-daughter.” I 

stiffen as he says this and he glances at me briefly, then he says, “The 

bartender said it was sorcery, but the Country Guard haven’t found a 

culprit or the missing heir, not yet...some are even saying she started 

it...Anyway, that must be where you’re from, all covered in ashes and 

roaming nearby. Seems like you’re homeless now, so you might as well 

come with me. I doubt the Country Guard would take the time to look into 

an ‘inherited’ horse, much less hunt down the culprit of that fire.”  

My rider climbs up on my back and I walk out into the street. He 

continues talking, “You see, I’m pretty far from home myself, and I don’t 

fancy walking all the way there. My brother is a horse breeder, so he might 

be able to tell me more about you. Besides, I must go home for a bit to see 

my family, share the news, and get my finances in order before I take off 

again.”  

The villagers are looking at us, and I imagine he looks a little strange 

talking to a horse. His voice melts into the clamor of the market, which we 

walk through to get to the south gate. I have a sense of familiarity as we 

walk past stalls, shopkeepers calling out their wares, other horses with 



riders or pulling carts. A flash of memory causes me to whip my head to 

the side, nearly upsetting a pile of apples. Da, I think, Da… 

“A rosy apple to match your rosy cheeks, m’lady!” Da reaches 

around me from the horse and takes the apple from the merchant, 

exchanging it for a coin, and holds it in front of me. We are seated on 

Clyde, the giant chestnut that easily holds Da and my ten-year old self. 

“Well, m’dear? Is it as sweet and good as you are?” I bite into the sweet, 

slightly tart flesh and nod, smiling around my mouthful of juicy apple.  

I shake my head again, feeling my rider gently press my sides with 

his knees. I had stopped walking. My grief is sudden and sharp, and being 

a horse I can’t share my grief with anyone who could understand. I toss 

my tail and sway my head until he gets off, in front of the apple stand, and 

takes my head gently between his hands.  

“Ash,” he whispered, “What is it?” Left, right, left, right, I pull his 

hands with my head, refusing to meet his eyes. I can’t, I think, I can’t...But 

he can’t hear me. No one can. So he just lets me stand in the street for a 

few moments, singing softly under his breath a tune I can’t quite place, but 

it draws me out of my misery just like the sun dispels a fog. He buys one 

of the rosy apples for later (and to placate the apple seller, who seemed 

irritated by my episode) and gently climbs on my back. I move forward, 

keeping my eyes on the ground in front of me until we pass through the 

gate and walk away from the town. Then I break into a canter, ready to run 

off the rest of my grief. 

“Whoa!” he yells, “Whoa!” But I don’t heed. I push into a run, 

feeling my rider lean over my neck and hold onto my mane as the wind 

blows faster and faster!  

“Ash!” he shouts, “Stop!”  

I can’t run as fast with him on my back and I’m tempted to buck and 

try and throw him off, but human logic takes over and reasons with the 

horse, so I stop running. I feel better, but I can’t seem to recall what had 

caused me to start running in the first place. I canter for a few minutes, 

then slow to an amble.  

“What was that all about?” he asks. I toss my head in reply. What 

else can I do? My nostrils flare as I breathe heavily in and out, trying to 

regain control of my body and self. 

I have never been on this road, a road empty of travelers. My rider is 

silent now, and all I hear is my clip-clop and the wind. To the west I see a 

blue haze, but I don’t know what it is. Every once in a while the road skirts 

by a cluster of trees, a small forest of resilient trunks that can withstand the 

wind from the west. Is the wind coming from the blue haze? I wonder, Is it 

a giant storm coming? It’s far too large to be a lake. My rider doesn’t 

seem bothered by the blue haze at all. Maybe it’s always there. I realize 



again how little I know of the world and scold myself for not trying harder 

at my lessons. Why hadn’t Da insisted I learn? Why had he let me skip 

lessons I didn’t care for and dismiss governesses that didn’t please me?  

Because, says the voice of reason, because if the fire had never 

happened, you would’ve married a lord in a year or two, who would’ve 

taken care of you, and you would have no reason to know what the blue 

haze in the west is. It dawns on me now, why all I know is embroidery and 

tapestry-making and how to order servants around. That’s all I ever 

would’ve needed to know; that’s all my life would’ve been. And I 

would’ve been happy! Well, that life is over. Now, I promise myself, now 

I need to learn. For how will I ever survive this? 

 

*** 

 

“Greetings!” calls a voice from behind. I turn my head slightly and 

glance at the rider approaching on a dun colored horse. I hadn’t heard them 

approach. So much for learning, I tell myself, I need to be more alert! The 

trot-trot of the large dun is obviously off-beat from my step now that I’m 

aware of it. “Headed to Westport?” the man yells to my rider.  

“Aye,” he shouts, and nudges for me to slow so the rider can catch 

up. The dun is a stallion and my nose twitches as I inhale his scent. 

“Should make it by sundown, I think,” he says as the man draws his horse 

even with me. The road is easily wide enough for two, even three horses to 

travel abreast. I keep one eye on the dun and one eye on the road. 

“Donnie Hilsch,” says the man with a nod to my rider. Donnie is 

dressed plain but well from what I can see, with beige wool trousers 

tucked into well-worn leather riding boots. His linen shirt, however, is 

stained at the collar. He carries a blade strapped to his thigh. Maybe 

everyone needs to carry a blade for protection, I think. That would explain 

why my rider carries a sword. 

“Stellon Defuego,” my rider says. His name. I finally know his name. 

Stellon Defuego. The name clamors about my head for a moment, oddly 

familiar somehow. I tuck it away for later and tune my ears back to their 

conversation, so that I might learn more about Stellon and where we’re 

going. 

“Ah,” says Donnie, with a slight bow from the back of his stallion, 

“Might you be kin to Clive Defuego?” 

“My older brother,” says Stellon. “I’m actually making my way back 

to Defuego Keep. Do you have a message for Clive?”  

“Oh, no, no, I’ve never met him. I’m just an admirer of his skills as a 

breeder. This dun here, Chauncey, is descended from one of the Defuego 



line...at least that’s what the trader told me before he took my sack of 

silver,” Donnie smiles and shrugs. 

“I’ve no head for horses, so I couldn’t tell you if the trader told you 

true or not,” Stellon says conversationally. “I can’t even tell you anything 

about this horse, other than that she’s a she and white,” he smiles and 

Donnie laughs appreciatively. 

“Well, I don’t know near as much as Sir Defuego would,” says 

Donnie, “But she looks like a quality mare to me. Some kind of palfrey, to 

be sure, judging by that smooth amble.”  

“Ah, well, you would know more than me,” replies Stellon, “Now 

tell me, what business are you in, Hilsch? What’s waiting for you in 

Westport?” And with that, I thought, Stellon has steered the conversation 

away from how he acquired me. 

“Oh, this and that. I’m a merchant and I always come to the annual 

Western Bazaar to see the new trends. I’m hoping to one day make my 

fortune with it, but so far it has done me well enough. I live a comfortable 

life and have no complaints.” Donnie is not quite bragging, but I can tell 

he is proud of his livelihood. “Truth be told, the Western Bazaar isn’t what 

it used to be, what with all the recent increases on taxes for imported 

goods, but you didn’t hear that from me.” Donnie quickly looks around, 

perhaps to make sure there was no one else around to hear his last 

comment. Why would he care who heard him complain about taxes?   

“Is there a particular item you specialize in? I couldn’t help but 

notice the blade you carry. It’s of Aurumesian origin, isn’t it?” Stellon 

asks. 

“It is!” Donnie is clearly surprised, but pleased that Stellon noticed, 

“I got it off a man from the Golden City, who was at the Bazaar in 

Eastport a few years back. This is called a crexana...I was so sure they 

would catch on, but everyone seems to think they are too short for proper 

defense. From personal experience, I would have to disagree.” The 

conversation turns to blades and though I try to keep up, my lack of 

knowledge of balance and tempering quickly makes the topic too difficult 

for me to follow. Besides, I lament, what use has a horse for swords? 

The blue haze in the west seems a little closer, but the men and other 

horse don’t seem bothered at all. Well, if they aren’t bothered, why should 

I be? I let my mind wander since it doesn’t take much concentration to 

follow the road at this pace. I think of all the places there must be in the 

world that I have never been to—Eastport, the Golden City, Aurumesia, 

the place where Stellon’s from. We’re on one road; does this road go to all 

those places? How big is the world? Where is the cursed sorcerer from?  

Da used to tell me, “You’re the prettiest flower in all the land!” 

When I was a child, I thought he meant I was the prettiest of all the keep, 



which to me was all the land. Then, after we went to Featherton, I thought 

it meant that I was the prettiest of everyone there, too...but now we’re on a 

road going somewhere farther away than Featherton, farther away than the 

lands I ran in during the first few days of being a horse. I don’t know how 

big all the land is, nor how many people live in it. A small quiver of 

excitement tugs in my middle at the thought of heading out into this 

unknown land. It breaks my heart that I am not Da’s pretty flower any 

longer, but that doesn’t matter. I can finally see the world.  

 

*** 

 

I’m getting tired of trotting but I don’t want to just stop all of a 

sudden. How would a normal horse convey fatigue? I start to breathe a bit 

heavier and allow my lips to fan out when I exhale. A few minutes later 

Donnie notices and says, “Hmm, looks like your mare could use a break. 

She doesn’t look very old, is she well?” 

“To tell you the truth I don’t know much about her,” Stellon says as 

he slows me to a brisk walk, “Could be she’s not used to traveling so far.” 

“Ah, well, might be best to walk her every now and again,” Donnie 

says and touches his hat, “It was nice meeting you. I’m going to ride on. 

Perhaps I’ll see you around Westport?” 

“Perhaps. I’ll be sure to look for you. Do you know where you’ll 

lodge?”  

“If they aren’t full, The Glass Goat is decently priced and has 

excellent food. If not there, I’ll give The Gold Fish a try. I’ll be sure to 

keep an eye out for you! Farewell!” And with that Donnie and his 

intimidating stallion ride on ahead, leaving Stellon and I alone.  

“What an interesting fellow. Wouldn’t mind having him at my back 

in a skirmish!” Stellon sighs and stretches. I can feel the toned muscles of 

his legs against my body as he flexes and relaxes them. He may be a 

minstrel, but he’s no weakling. If he truly is brother to Sir Defuego, then 

what is he doing away from home, dressed like he is? Perhaps he’s a bit 

eccentric. Or maybe he was banished from home long ago for some 

shameful deed. I briefly entertain thoughts of scandal and intrigue based 

mostly on the snatches of gossip I’d heard from the maids at home...I 

breathe deeply and decide I’m being silly. Stellon can be trusted. For now.   

We come upon a little clearing on the west side of the road and 

Stellon steers me off towards it. “Let’s stop here for a bit so I can stretch 

my legs and we can both eat lunch. And it looks like there’s a good view 

of the ocean! It’s a shame there aren’t any ships closer.” He climbs off my 

back and I look towards the blue haze. Ocean? I wonder. That’s what it is? 



I doubt any amount of reading or looking at maps could’ve prepared me 

for the vast stretch of blue that travels further than I can even imagine.  

 I inhale deeply and breathe in the salty mist that has been lightly 

tickling my senses all day. Ocean! It is both wondrous and terrifying and 

I’m glad we’re up high on the cliff, far away from it. Someday I may want 

to venture closer, but today just breathing in the strange, tantalizing aroma 

from afar is enough.  

I stare at the ocean far longer than I realize, and eventually turn back 

to Stellon. He is sitting on the grass, watching me as he quarters an apple. 

“Never seen the ocean before?” he asks. I almost shake my head “no” but 

stop myself in time. Don’t let him know! Don’t let him guess! He 

continues, saying, “I remember the first time I saw it. My eyes got as big 

as saucers, just like my brother Clive’s. We were at Eastport with our 

father and both of us raced towards the beach expecting the water to be 

nice and warm like a bath, but it was so cold! We shrieked and splashed 

and made right messes of ourselves in the time it took Father to catch up to 

us. He tried to look angry but he couldn’t stop smiling.” Stellon himself 

smiles at the memory as he takes a bite of apple. I bend my head to nibble 

on the grass, just an ordinary horse. “Those were the good days, certainly. 

Clive has changed since then. I don’t think he could take joy in such a 

simple thing as a nice view of the ocean anymore. But,” he says as he gets 

up, “That’s why he’s at home and I’m not.” Stellon wanders off and leaves 

me to munch while I contemplate his words.  

 

*** 

 

A few hours later we reach a crossroads. Westport is straight ahead 

and Musselupke Keep is to the left, further east inland, where we head. I’m 

confused but in no position to ask why we’re changing our destination. 

The drive is lined with strange, squat trees in large brown pots, which 

confuses me even more. Who exactly are the Musselupkes’ and why have I 

never heard of them before now? 

Soon we arrive at the keep, which looks nothing like the keep I used 

to call home. The colors are wrong, the shape is wrong, and there isn’t 

even a wall surrounding it, just a short wooden fence. A man hales Stellon 

as we ride up to the gate. 

“We were on the way to Westport, but my mare won’t make it by 

nightfall. I was hoping we could prevail upon your hospitality for a warm 

spot in the stables this evening?” Stellon asks the man, who is actually the 

guard. 

“Let me ask the Master,” says the man, “Who may I say is making 

this request?” 



“Brown, Stellon Brown,” my rider says.  

Brown? I wonder. Why doesn’t he want to share his name here? He 

told the Hilsch fellow his name. Stellon makes a show of checking my 

tack. “My mare won’t make it by nightfall”—indeed! As if I could help it! 

As if I could know how far Westport is! My angry thoughts are interrupted 

by the appearance of the Master himself. Suddenly the strangeness of the 

keep makes sense—he’s a Jertan. I’ve never seen one in person before, just 

in tapestries. Their olive skin, dark eyes, and dark hair are not common 

traits in Terrans, nor is their penchant for piercing jewels into their 

foreheads and ears.  

“Ah, welcome, welcome,” he says, “A traveler, are you? You look 

like you have been in some trouble.” 

“Yes, I’m traveling home, in the south. It’s quite a ways, so in trying 

to stretch my coin I tried to pay with a song or two...but it didn’t go over 

so well last time. I was hoping to spend the night in the stables, if that’s 

alright. As I said to your man, we were on the way to Westport, but Ash 

here won’t make it by nightfall,” Stellon explains.  

“Well, I think we can do better than the stables. Perhaps you will get 

your girl there settled and come on into the house. We do not get many 

visitors, to be honest. They are probably afraid us savages will eat them!” 

He grins and then says, “I cannot have it be said that Patik Musselupke 

refused a guest a proper Jertan meal and a warm bed, in exchange for a 

few songs, of course. Please join me inside at your convenience.” 

“Thank you, sir,” Stellon says and follows the guard to the stables. 

There are two other horses inside, but both are sleepy and don’t pay much 

attention to me, for which I am grateful. Stellon takes off the tack and I 

can’t help but shiver a bit as he brushes my back where the saddle was 

rubbing. It hurts, but it feels good, too. Stellon leaves me hay and water, 

setting an apple he bought this morning on top of the hay. 

“Now, don’t disappear on me. Even though he was joking about 

being a savage, there have been reports of cannibals in the area, and I don’t 

want to be without a ride in the morning,” Stellon says. He pats my nose 

and leaves the barn.  

Thinking I’ll be bored, I try to make my meal last. I nod off before I 

can eat the apple. 

 

  



4: Dagger 

 

 
One, two, three—stab! Still not as quick as Knives. Again! One, two, 

three—stab! Better. I look at the straw dummy with a dagger tucked into 

its neck. The placement is good, but I need to be faster. One, two, three— 

“Dagriella!” Papi shouts, making me drop the small blade, “What is 

it you are doing?” 

I turn around and see his short form, hands behind his back, and a 

stern look on his dark face. What’s that? A glint of amusement in his opal 

eyes? I chance a grin and am rewarded with one in return.  

“Practicing, Papi,” I tell him as I scoop up the dagger and sheath it, 

“Knives says I’m good, but I need to be better.” 

He nods, and I can’t tell if he’s agreeing that I’m good or that I need 

to improve. It’s always difficult to tell with Papi. 

“Kevyn,” he corrects, “said as much to me the last time he was home. 

It is hard for you when he is not here, yes?” 

“Well, yes, I miss him, but I’m not soft,” I say, feeling a small spark 

of anger at Papi’s insinuation, “I can take care of myself.” 

“Do not worry, child,” he says, turning to leave, “Over the years we 

have definitely learned that!” 

When he is gone I unsheathe the blade and turn back to the dummy, 

but the desire to continue practicing has left me. I look down at the blade 

and the reflection of my green eyes and blue jewel on the shiny metal 

snatches my attention, and in a moment I am gone. Not again! I think as 

the vision fills me… 

Knives and a flame-haired woman are crouched in the shadows. I 

hear water trickling, but can’t place where they are. He whispers 

something to the woman and she nods, shifting the bundle she’s holding in 

her arms.  

“Wait!” I want to say to them, “Not yet!” For it’s dangerous, 

somehow I know. Knives and the woman are about to creep out but he 

stops her at the last moment, pulling her back under cover just as a guard 

walks above them, over a grate. They must be in a drain. Filled with relief 

that they weren’t caught, I slide back into myself. 

I sit down with a grunt. It’s been happening more and more often 

lately. I rub my head, knowing a headache will arrive in seconds, and I 

groan when it does. I get to my knees, then slowly to my feet. The 

headache will stay with me for hours unless I drink some mint tea and go 

straight to bed. Still holding my head with one hand, I open the door of the 



practice house Knives had set up years before, for just the two of us. The 

sun is harsh, forcing my eyes shut as stabs of pain wash over me rapidly. 

The walk to the main house is short, and luckily Cinda, the cook, sees 

me coming. I enter through the kitchen to tell her to make me some mint 

tea, but she says it’s already steeping. I nod, which is a mistake since it 

sends more waves of pain through my skull. One of the retainers tries to 

help me up the stairs to my room, but my scowl sends him away, a look of 

fear on his face. My room is already dark since I never like the window 

coverings up. 

I take off my practice tunic and trousers and get into bed. I sigh as the 

cool sheets slide across my skin, and I hear a light tap on the door. Cinda 

comes in with a little tray that has the mint tea and a cool cloth on it, which 

she sets on the little blackwood table by my bed.  

“Anything else you need, dear?” she asks, holding her hands in front 

of her. 

“No,” I say sharply, then, softer, “Thank you. You may go.” She dips 

her head and leaves, shutting the door silently behind her. Knives could’ve 

taught her how to be quiet, she does it so well, I think as I take a tentative 

sip of the hot, refreshing tea. It’s close to scalding so I just breathe in the 

scent while it cools, which helps a bit.  

Once the tea is gone, I try to relax. Find your center, focus on it. I put 

the cool cloth on my forehead and breathe in…out…in…out. The 

headache releases its iron grip on my head and soon after I fall asleep.  

 

*** 

 

I’m always disoriented when waking from headache sleep. It takes 

me a few moments to realize what time it is and how long I’ve been 

asleep. Sometimes I sleep for an hour; sometimes I sleep half the day 

away. Frustration rolls within me, as I have no one I can ask about the 

headaches and the proper way to treat them. I refuse to take the oil of 

moonshade Mother’s physician prescribed, since the aftereffects are worse 

than the actual headaches. These are just more reasons for me to head to 

Jerta as quickly as possible.  

Papi has hinted over the years that his mother, whom I’ve always 

called Grammi, might know more about the headaches. But he never gave 

me more information than that. Whether it’s because he honestly doesn’t 

know more than that or because he’s deliberately withholding information, 

I’ve never been able to tell. I like thinking that he doesn’t enjoy seeing me 

suffer, but the truth is Papi loves being in control of information. 

Sometime while I slept Cinda replaced the empty mug with a glass of 

water, which I drain. At least someone here seems to care for my 



wellbeing.  That’s not true. Papi cares for me, in his own way. As did 

Mother…before she left us. 

I turn my attention to the vision of Knives. As usual, my vision did 

not give me much information to go on. I don’t know where he is, who 

he’s with, or what kind of trouble he’s in this time. Somehow, I feel like I 

was able to help him, though I’m not sure how. He couldn’t have possibly 

heard me shout to him, could he? He could be hundreds of miles away yet 

he stopped moving at the exact right time. More than likely it was 

coincidence. If I believe otherwise, then that creates the possibility that 

I’ve had other opportunities to intervene in my visions. I don’t want to 

believe that.  

I can’t believe that. Without any effort, or any warning, I recall my 

first visions: one of the retainer’s daughters living around our keep was 

gathering mushrooms in the forest. I see her bending and picking, and see 

a man watching her long before she knows he’s there. I feel a sense of 

danger before the vision fades. I did nothing about it. 

I could’ve told her to run away. But I didn’t know. Not until the next 

day, when I learned that her body had been found in the forest, mutilated 

almost beyond recognition, did I know what that vision meant. I was 

seven.  

My fists are balled and shaking, still angry with myself and everyone 

who can’t help me. Why am I sent these visions if I don’t know what to do 

with them? All they do is make me feel helpless and stupid. The visions 

are absolutely useless and, so far, only result in horrendous headaches. 

Self-pity wells up inside me and soon my clenched fists are wiping away 

angry tears.  

But I don’t cry for long. Crying is for the weak, and I am not weak. 

Yes, I have a problem and no idea how to solve it, but I am not weak. I am 

not weak.  

I splash cold water on my cheeks and press a cloth hard against my 

face, hoping to erase all signs of crying before going down to dinner. It 

doesn’t matter, though, since Papi can probably still tell. He has the eyes 

of a hawk and the perception to match.  

 

*** 

 

“Papi,” I begin over breakfast the next day, “Could I visit Grammi 

sometime soon?” I tap, tap, tap on my egg, just enough to open the top so 

I can scoop out the gooey insides.  

“No, my jewel,” he replies from behind his pamphlets, “It is far too 

dangerous to be trotting across the country just now. You know that. Just 

last week that keep northeast of here was burned down.” 



I did know that, but I still feel angry. I tap too hard and crack the egg 

down the side, spilling my breakfast all over the table. I grit my teeth, even 

angrier.  

“Now, now, Dagriella,” Papi tsks, “No need to get so upset. We can 

visit Grammi next spring, when things are not so…volatile.” 

Next spring might be too late, I think. What if my head cracks open 

by then, just like my breakfast? My stomach turns as I imagine the insides 

of my head running out like the egg. At least I’m not hungry anymore. I 

sip my tea instead, thinking. Papi knows me too well. 

“Do not try to disappear either, jara, it can only cause your Papi 

heartache.” My daughter, he called me in Jertan. “You know I do not have 

the strength anymore to ride after you. My zerkar days are done.”  

“Yes, Papi,” I say, still thinking. Papi used to be so well-known as a 

great Knivesman. He may be little, but he was so quick. Slash—slash! 

Knives and I would pretend to be him when we were younger, slashing 

down each other with twigs as we relived his great battles. It is because of 

Papi that we live in Delaterra instead of the desert, with Grammi and the 

rest of Papi’s family. Something happened long ago, though no one has 

ever bothered to give me a straight answer about what, so I gave up trying 

to find out. I sigh, attempting to look defeated. Papi still glances at me 

with suspicion, so I know he is not completely convinced. I will have to try 

harder to make him believe that I will not run away. 

It has to be soon, I think to myself, worrying at the number of 

headaches I’ve had recently. At least one every week, sometimes one 

every day! The visions I see usually don’t make sense…but some of them 

fill me with such foreboding: 

A girl with white hair, screaming and running, clutching her red 

hand and leaving behind a trail of blood splatters— 

Knives and the red-haired woman trapped in a small, dark place, 

terrified and clutching each other in desperation— 

Papi with eyes full of a terror I’ve never seen before— 

The last recollection nearly brings tears to my eyes at the breakfast 

table. I rub my eyes to try and clear them away. Of course, Papi notices.  

“Another headache, jara?” he asks with sympathy. 

I nod slightly, relieved at this chance to leave the breakfast table and 

start planning my journey. It is a long way to Jerta. 

 

*** 

 

The library is not as familiar to me as it should be. At first, I have 

trouble finding the maps I need. I have even more trouble muffling my 

curses after pulling out and replacing the wrong map for the tenth time. 



Everything needs to go back exactly where it was. No one must know I’ve 

been in here. 

Finally, I find what I seek, an old map marking the locations of the 

Jertan villages in relation to the Waytrees. This map I will have to keep, so 

I roll it up tight and hope fervently that no one will notice it’s missing in 

the next few days.  

The next map I study to refresh my memory, a map of Delaterra that 

I have seen many times throughout my lessons. Unlike Jerta, which does 

not have any roads, Delaterra is crisscrossed with stone and dirt roads, 

making it one of the easiest countries to navigate in the known world. If 

only Jerta had roads! Papi would say. I would ask him what he meant, but 

he’d just shake his head and move on. There are obvious advantages to 

roads, but it’s hard to know why Papi was so upset when I know next to 

nothing of the real reason we’re living in Delaterra. I’ve never bought the 

story about being royal ambassadors. My instincts tell me that there is a 

different reason, and if Knives is to be believed, then my instincts are 

right, and everyone else is lying to me.  

Sighing, I trace my finger over the route I plan to take, memorizing 

the towns and villages I will travel through. On the border between 

Delaterra and Jerta there is a checkpoint I must pass through. That will 

probably be difficult and it’s the only part I’m really worried about on the 

journey. Well, I reconsider, that and the desert.  

The border between Delaterra and Jerta is a natural mountain range, 

formed when the two lands collided in rage. The change of terrain is 

almost instantaneous, as is the temperature. Southern Delaterra is still 

green and lush, though there is the occasional desert shrub which arrived 

by wayward wind. Northern Jerta is sandy, with clusters of rocks, shrubs, 

and squat trees, like the ones that decorate our drive. Further south the 

rocks disappear until there is nothing but sand. Travelers only know their 

way if they travel in sight of the Waytrees.  

Papi told us many great stories of the Waytrees, how they were 

planted by the Nameless Ones thousands of years ago. Standing taller than 

any man can climb, the Waytrees reach straight up to the heavens, their 

leaves so high no one can possibly pluck them. It is said that a person who 

finds a Wayleaf, plucked by wind or bird, will be blessed with the 

longevity of the trees themselves. Knives and I used to pick ordinary yoak 

leaves and pretend they were Wayleaves. We would live an entire two 

hundred years in one afternoon as we lived out the magic of the leaves.  

I come back to myself and realize I’m smiling, which I immediately 

remedy. Quickly, I roll up the map of Delaterra and stow it away, tucking 

the map of Jerta into a roll of cloth. I peek out the library door and, seeing 

no one, hurry down the hall to my chambers. My room may not be the best 



place to keep the map, but as Knives would always say, “Sometimes the 

best place to keep something you want to hide is in the most obvious 

place, especially if the seeker knows you have skills of deception.” Papi 

definitely knows of my skills—he taught me quite a few of them. The map 

I place in the bottom of my wardrobe. That will do for a day or two, at 

least.  

I spend the rest of the day procuring items for the journey, all in the 

most normal way possible. The household is used to me wandering all 

over, carrying blades and dummies. The best way to avoid drawing 

attention to yourself is to pay the least amount of attention as possible to 

how you’re acting, Knives said to me once, because if you focus too much 

on how you seem to be doing something, that’s what will get you noticed. 

Whatever you’re doing, pretend like it’s the most normal, mundane thing 

you’ve ever done, and that’s what everyone will see. 

Many of the items I need I already possess…it’s just a matter of 

remembering where I hid them. A search of the practice house yields more 

items than I remember stashing there: three dirks, five blade stars, my 

silver needle and silk, bandages, a small sharpening stone, and my long-

lost firestone. These items hold memories. 

I contemplate searching for bigger items, such as water skins and 

sleeping rolls, but decide against it. I’m not even sure if I’ll be walking or 

paying my way south yet, since I can’t take one of our horses as Papi 

would just hunt me down and drag me back. Besides, once I get near the 

desert I’ll have to buy a Sandstallion anyway, and there is only one man in 

Delaterra I know of that sells them—Clive Defuego.  

I look around at what I’ve already tucked away and think of 

everything else I still need to do. The enormity of this quest is almost too 

much to contemplate and for a moment I want to forget all about it, run to 

Papi, and tell him the whole plan. I realize I’m rubbing my temple as I 

second guess my decision and am reminded how serious my condition is. I 

can’t continue to suffer through these headaches. I can’t ignore the visions 

any longer, simply hoping they do not reveal reality. No, running away is 

the best choice, the only choice for getting help. Papi can’t help me. For 

years he’s noticed my headaches and has done nothing about them but 

sympathize. If he knew anything, I have to believe he would have spoken 

up long before now. 

The journey south will be long, but I’m not worried. Throughout the 

years, Knives has taught me many things that have prepared me for such 

an undertaking, chief among them the skills to defend myself and live in 

the wild. Not many girls I know would even have the wits to learn what I 

have, assuming they’d even want to in the first place. Not that I know 

many girls my age.  



Maybe I’ll stay in Jerta for a while. It would be nice to have the 

freedom to be myself for a change, instead of dressing a certain way to 

please Papi and learning silly things to appease Mother. They never asked 

me what I wanted to be. It was Knives who gave me my first blade after he 

saw my hunger to learn something, anything, else. 

I pick up one of the elbow-length silk gloves Mother gave me for my 

birthday a few years ago. The gloves are essentially useless; I’ve never 

worn them. The bright green color prevents them from being used for any 

kind of covert activity, the thin material means they will not hold much 

warmth, and I would likely shred them if I wore them once to protect my 

hands while picking herbs. For some reason, though, I pack them along 

with the rest of my clothes. Perhaps there is some weakness inside me, 

which is the cause of my doubt. I roll them up and tuck them in with the 

rest before I waste more time thinking about them. 

Next, I pick up some jewelry Knives gave to me long ago. He joked 

with me then, saying there was much more to the comb, necklace, and ring 

than I could see. My initial dismissive attitude turned to curiosity, and 

within a week I discovered that the comb could be disassembled into small 

poisonous darts and launcher, the necklace held most of the necessary 

tools for picking a lock, and the ring could hold a small amount of liquid 

or powder. I put the necklace on and tuck it under my clothes. The comb 

and ring I pack with care.  

 

*** 

 

“It is time for your lessons, Dagriella,” Papi says from my 

bedchamber doorway. I start, not hearing him approach, and mentally 

scold myself for being so negligent. Luckily I had already stowed away 

what I’d been packing. 

I put down the novel, The Lady in the Rain, I’d been pretending to 

read and get up, sighing with irritation. Though I greatly enjoy learning, 

daily lessons with Papi are trying at best. He is a patient teacher, and I do 

not thrive on patience.  

Only a few inches taller than I, Papi leads the way, slightly swishing 

in one of his soft silk tunics that he favors. His black garnet looks like a 

wet drop of blood on his earlobe, enhancing the depth of his dark eyes, 

which whip back to study me every few steps. It is said that the eyes and 

wits of a zerkar are sharper than any blade. If only eyes could cut.  

To my dismay, we make our way to the library. Is it coincidence that 

we are having our lessons here today, rather than Papi’s study? Knives 

would say that there is no such thing as coincidence, but I think there is. 

Maybe something in me wants to allow for such instances, such 



happenings that are brought about not by the design of man, but by the 

gods. Or, more likely, in this instance it is my personal desire that Papi 

wants to have our lesson in the library today for another reason and he 

doesn’t suspect I was here to steal the map of Jerta. It would be like Papi 

to want to observe my behavior here to see if I’ll reveal my intentions.  

My heart quickens as I try to decide the correct course of action. 

There are three paths immediately before me: I can act as if nothing is 

amiss and continue the lesson; I can apologize and reveal my entire plan; 

or, I can try to distract Papi with unpredictable behavior. The third path 

seems the most promising, so I make my way to the books, desperately 

scanning for one I can use. My eyes settle on the gold and green folio of 

Jertan lineage and I quickly pull it out and set it on the yoak table, where 

Papi is seated. He eyes me with suspicion. 

“I want to know something, Papi,” I say, working hard to look 

natural. I do not think he is convinced, which only makes me more 

nervous. He raises one thick, black brow. I wet my upper lip with my 

tongue. “Where did the Jertans come from?” 

Papi sighs before answering. “Jara,” he begins, “Do you not know 

this story already? Why bring out this book? It only goes back a handful of 

generations, to when we became a free people, but hundreds of years after 

the Jertans began roaming the desert. You know this. What is your actual 

question?” 

“Well, it has to do with that,” I open the fragile folio to the top of 

Papi’s family tree, where a woman is named alone as the family ancestor. I 

rest my dirty, ragged fingernail on her fading name, Djagera. “Who was 

she? Why isn’t her husband named?” 

Papi sighs again, thrumming his fingers together. “She had no 

husband. The son she bore, Djagon, is from the seed of her Master, who 

raped her. Djagon is the first Jertan born free, after Djagera slew her 

Master and began the Era of Freedom, with the help of the Nameless Ones, 

of course. You know this. What is your actual question?” His eyes narrow 

dangerously. I decide to bring up something I’d never dared mention 

before, Papi’s collar. 

“Is she the reason you wear that?” I point to the thin silver band that 

is welded around Papi’s neck. His fingers reach up to rest upon it, tenderly.  

“Yes…and no. All Jertan slaves were chained to their mates with 

heavy, iron collars. They could go no more than ten paces away from each 

other at any time. Can you even imagine, jara, not being able to shit 

alone? When Djagera slew her Master, all slaves broke the chains that 

bound them to another, their mates. Many, however, loved their mates and 

kept their collars as a symbol of that love and devotion. Those collars were 

not comfortable, though, so after a time we adopted these—” he picks up 



his delicate band “—in order to symbolize our devotion. Your mother 

wears one, did you know? She keeps it hidden amongst her other 

necklaces and laces, but it is there. It is not much different than this band.” 

This time he holds up his right hand, displaying his wedded ring.  

I knew that the Jertans had been enslaved by various nations for 

centuries, their peaceful race picked off from time to time. Entire villages 

were often taken at once, never to be seen again. But Djagera and her tribe 

hadn’t been taken to another land. Her Master put the Jertans to work in 

their own land, mining gems found deep beneath the sand. Gems us Jertans 

now wear in honor of that heritage.  

It didn’t take long for other slavers to come to Jerta, inspired by 

Djagera’s Master. They used weapons ruthlessly, killing the weak who 

mattered most to the strong, breaking their spirits. This didn’t last long, 

though. Jertans are a patient people, patient to the point of danger. But they 

wait keenly for the right moment to strike. When Djagera slew her Master, 

the Jertans knew that the time had come to stop the exploitation of their 

people once and for all. It is said the Nameless Ones gave the Jertans 

uncanny strength in order to slay all Masters and declare themselves free. 

Then, to ensure they would always have the skills to defend themselves, 

they altered the ceremonial zerkar dance so instead of dancing alone with 

the blades, two danced against each other. Papi always said it takes more 

skill to not cut than to cut, which is why all zerkars are so deadly. They 

develop perfect precision. 

“Lost, jara?” Papi asks, startling me out of my reverie. All trace of 

suspicion is gone, but I’m still cautious. “Why did you ask that today?” 

“I’ve been having strange dreams, Papi,” I say truthfully, “I had 

hoped they would make sense now, but perhaps I’m even more confused.” 

His eyes speak sympathy, though none passes his lips. Perhaps he 

knows of the visions, yet I dare not bring them up. He has his reasons for 

silence, just as I have reasons for mine. It doesn’t matter, though, since my 

diversion has served its purpose and we begin the lesson. 

 

*** 

 

Near evening, a commotion outside draws my interest. I peek out the 

window and see a man and a white horse in the courtyard. They look 

vaguely familiar, especially the horse, and I scrunch my eyes as I try to 

place them. More than likely they are from a vision, which is a common 

occurrence. I hear Papi as he goes out to greet them, inviting the man to 

dinner. 

Good, I think, there will be ample time to study him! Perhaps this 

man will be the key to my escape. Lorith comes into my room and sits on a 



little stool by my bed, a routine laid down long ago when I first refused her 

help with dressing myself. At first she was insistent, but after I proved that 

I did not need her help for the most part, she welcomed the rest. 

Occasionally I require her assistance with a difficult button in the middle 

of my back, with which she is happy to help. But that’s only when Mother 

is home and I wear the restricting, heavy, and uncomfortable dresses she 

forces upon me. When it’s just Papi, I prefer Jertan attire. The loose pants 

and skirts and light, airy tunics made of sandsilk are far more comfortable. 

More importantly, they do not restrict my movement at all. The maids 

generally disapprove, but I don’t care. What’s important is that Papi 

doesn’t care, either. In fact, my attire is probably a nice reminder of the 

home he left behind to marry my mother. 

I choose black pants and a leaf-green silk tunic to bring out my eyes. 

Normally, I would never dress in such a way as to draw attention to 

myself, but I sense that wearing this color will draw the interest of the man 

from the courtyard. With interest comes a willingness to listen, and with 

that comes an opportunity of persuasion.  

To appease Lorith, I ask for her assistance with placing my veil, to 

hide my untidy hair. Lorith eagerly obliges. I put my soft leather slippers 

on myself and tie a modified sash around my waist so that I can easily 

draw the small blade concealed within it.  

“Danger is everywhere, Dagger,” Knives would say to me, “Never 

think anywhere is safe, for it is often when you are most vulnerable that 

your death will advance. Never give it that opportunity.” I pat the little 

blade, another gift from him. Most of my blades are gifts from him. I 

suppose, in a way, it makes up for not being able to see him that often. 

Besides, I doubt I would’ve been able to procure such a collection myself.  

With a sigh, I make my way down to the dining hall. Despite 

Mother’s absence, Papi still insists on this ridiculous tradition of having a 

family dinner in the hall, even when it’s just the two of us. Papi says it’s 

our way of honoring Mother in her absence, and it will hasten her return. I 

ball my fists with the sudden flare of anger towards Mother. I’ve never 

understood why she thinks it’s acceptable to just leave her family to go 

and stay in Adamantolis with her silly lady friends. If I were Papi, I 

certainly wouldn’t be honoring a woman who could do that to her family. I 

recall the flashes of her I’ve seen, laughing behind a fan, green eyes alert 

and unsmiling. Those visions had troubled me. But surely Mother isn’t in 

any danger. She wouldn’t be laughing if she was afraid, would she? 

I shake my head, clearing the thoughts that are all too familiar. It was 

hard to ignore my instinctive feeling of betrayal and analyze Mother’s 

absence objectively, but I really did try. Even then, I couldn’t think of any 

explanation for her sudden departure other than the loneliness she must 



surely feel living in a strange, foreign household. Her own children hardly 

resemble her, except for our eyes. No wonder she left as soon as she felt I 

didn’t need her any longer.  

My fist is clenched, holding tightly around my sash. I do the 

breathing exercises Knives taught me to calm myself before facing Papi. 

He can tell when I’m upset; he can read me like a book. He mustn’t know 

I’ve been thinking of her again. But it’s no use.  

I whip out my blade and slash—slash—slash! the air in front of me, 

chasing away the snatches of my visions that like to swirl in front of me 

when I’m distracted. The routine movements calm me like nothing else 

can and soon I’m ready to face Papi. Not just Papi, I remember, a 

stranger, too.  

I stop outside the hall and wait in the shadows. Papi is seated in his 

usual spot at the head of the long, low table. The stranger is seated to 

Papi’s right; I will sit on Papi’s left, across from the stranger. Of course 

Papi sees me and calls to me, jolting me out of the shadows. 

“Dagriella!” he calls, standing. The stranger stands too. He has 

cleaned up a bit but still appears rough from traveling, his hair a bit too 

long and his clothes too wrinkled. He watches me walk towards them. “My 

daughter, Dagriella. She apologizes for being late.” 

I bite back a retort and apologize as nicely as I can. The men wait for 

me to take my seat before they sink down into the cushions. The man is 

clearly disoriented, sitting as we do.  

“Ah,” says Papi, “Tuck your legs like so and it will be much easier. 

Yes, that is it! I apologize for this custom, but with my wife away, it just 

seemed silly to keep using those awful chairs.” Papi seems 

uncharacteristically nice to this stranger. 

“Thank you, Sir,” the man says, eying the steaming bowls of soup 

Rakel, the tablemaster, has brought in.  

“Ah, Pea Soup!” says Papi with enthusiasm, “Though perhaps not as 

you would know it. The spices anise and pepper give it a delightful flavor. 

Now tell me, do you work aside from your singing, Master Brown?” 

“Please, call me Stellon,” he says, giving the soup doubtful glances, 

“And I’m a farmer, by trade.” 

“Ah,” Papi says with a deep nod, “A farmer? How…exciting. Do you 

find that sort of work difficult nowadays?” 

“It can be,” Stellon says, preparing a spoonful of the soup, “It’s 

always challenging trying to determine how a crop will turn out.” He takes 

a deep breath before taking the mouthful of soup. Papi and I watch 

eagerly, since not many can stomach Jertan Pea Soup on the first try. 

Stellon’s eyes water a bit, but he doesn’t look disgusted, to our mutual 



disappointment. He even takes a few more mouthfuls before Rakel takes 

the bowls away and brings the next course. 

Papi and Stellon talk about farming. I’m surprised Papi can feign 

such an interest! Normally, if the topic doesn’t involve blades, blood, or 

his potted shrubs he will politely steer the conversation towards amiable, 

contemplative silence. Instead of tuning out their conversation, which I 

was tempted to do, I listen more carefully. Whenever someone you know 

well starts to behave oddly in conversation, pay attention, Knives said 

once, there’s almost always a reason for it. 

“Surely this year you can expect a good outcome,” Papi says, 

“The…weather has been most agreeable.” 

“One would think that, yes,” Stellon replies, “Though sometimes bad 

things happen anyway, and before you know it an entire crop is gone and 

the whole season’s efforts are wasted.” 

Papi encourages Stellon not to give up on farming just yet. I cannot 

honestly believe he has taken such an interest in this man’s occupation! 

I’m staring at Papi, who is happily avoiding my gaze, when Stellon speaks 

to me. 

“And you, Lady Dagriella,” Stellon asks me after a mouthful of the 

spiced pickled meatballs, “What occupies your days?” His eyes are 

watering again, so I award him a small smile before answering. 

“Oh, lessons of course, and practicing,” I say, receiving a flat gaze 

from Papi, who immediately reverts to avoiding eye contact. 

“What do you practice? Singing?”  

I almost snort the tart wine through my nose, which would have been 

painful and embarrassing. It takes all my skill to pretend like nothing 

almost happened. 

“Er…no, not quite. I practice Jertan dancing, mostly.” Papi smiles 

thinly. 

We get through three more courses, during which Papi and Stellon 

have a lively conversation about swords, before Papi excuses himself for 

the evening. I didn’t say much since swords do not interest me in the least, 

but it was interesting to see Papi so enthusiastic.  

“But what about the ballads?” Stellon asks, slowly getting to his feet. 

Papi grimaces as he rises from the cushion, his wound aching from sitting 

too long. 

“Some other time,” Papi says, waving his hand at Stellon, “Your 

conversation tonight was plenty payment. I bid you goodnight. Dagriella, 

jara, will you stay up a while yet? Make sure our guest is seen to his 

room.” 

“Yes, Papi.” I watch Papi leave before asking Stellon a few questions 

of my own. “Where are you traveling to?” 



“I have family in the south,” he says guardedly, sensing a directness 

from me that he didn’t get from Papi. 

“Are they farmers, too?” I ask, sipping more of the tart wine, trying 

to act older than my sixteen years. 

“No, actually, my brother is a horse trader.” Stellon sips his wine, 

completely unaware of the importance of the information he just gave me. 

I grip my goblet tight to prevent myself from raising my arm in triumph. 

“Oh, really!” I exclaim, “I absolutely adore horses! What does he 

breed? Sandstallions?” 

“I really couldn’t say for sure, though I do believe he has a few of 

those Sandstallions as more of a hobby. They are from Jerta, correct?” 

I nod, thrilled that I finally have a destination, and a means to get 

there. This man is not who he claims to me. There is only one man in 

Delaterra who breeds Sandstallions, and that man has to be Stellon’s 

brother. I stand, ready to finish packing, but first I need to show Stellon to 

his chambers. 

“You must be awfully tired,” I say, getting to my feet rather quickly, 

“Allow me to show you back to the guestroom.” 

Stellon gets to his feet as fast as he can, nearly upsetting his wine. He 

is far too courteous to object to the sudden dismissal. Rakel moves from 

the shadows to collect our goblets, and bids us goodnight. I walk rather 

briskly down the hall, which I’m sure is at odds with the leisurely stroll 

expected at such a time as escorting a guest anywhere, but I cannot slow 

my pace—there is much to do before dawn! 

 

  



5: Knives 

 

 
The sea is calm, for which I am thankful. The babe rests in a weary 

Freya’s arms as we gently rock to and fro in the small cabin. She is seated 

across from me, leaning against the wall. We managed to crack open the 

small porthole, which provides a fresh breeze, much to our relief. The little 

prince doesn’t seem to mind the cramped quarters, but Freya and I are both 

looking green. 

This is the second day of the voyage, and I feel optimistic we will 

reach Westport safely. Captain Moreno is likely sympathetic to our cause, 

but without meeting privately with him, it’s difficult to be certain. It’s one 

of the small frustrations we face daily, never knowing each other. But it 

also keeps us safe.  

Though the sea is calm, there are some dark clouds in the west that 

trouble me. It doesn’t look like a storm is headed towards us, but I’m no 

expert on storms at sea. 

The sleeping babe prevents conversation, but silence does not bother 

me. Freya constantly looks on the verge of speech, however, and bites her 

lip to stop herself. The fact that silence makes her uncomfortable makes 

me want to believe her story of the thief-turned-washerwoman, widow of 

the blade-keeper and unlikely wetnurse to the Numarian prince. A trained 

spy would thrive in silence; she would be soothed by it. It would not make 

her crinkle her brow and fidget. Unless, of course, she is a very good spy.  

I would be a fool to trust her just yet. Even so, I feel at ease enough 

to lean back and stretch out on the narrow shelf of the bed. There is just 

enough space: both my head and feet brush the walls. I cross my arms on 

my chest and close my eyes. It is best to rest when I can, especially after 

the nearly sleepless night before. The warm, stuffy air and sound of waves 

soon lull me into languid sleep. 

 

*** 

 

A low roll of thunder rouses me. The cabin is dark but for the faint 

flashes of lightning far out to sea, which provide just enough light for me 

to make out sleeping Freya and Rik. She lies on her side with Rik nestled 

in the crook of her arm. We have missed dinner, I’m sure, and Freya will 

be hungry when she wakes. I hadn’t meant to sleep this long, but one of 

the aftereffects of bracer is intense, deep sleep.  

I unbolt the cabin door and head out into the dimly lit gangway. 

There are few other passengers around as many of the crew ready the ship 



for the night. A chilly wind greets me as I walk across to the mess hall. 

The long table is empty but for a few travelers snacking on waybread and 

personal stashes of spirits. I take a moment to study the passengers, noting 

they keep to themselves. None stick out to me as potential threats. In fact, 

most seem like the normal travelers that they probably are.  

One person does catch my eye. She must feel my gaze, for she looks 

up—her bright blue eyes ask a question under a raised brow, and she pats 

the bench beside her. She doesn’t look dangerous, necessarily, but she has 

a hard look about her that suggests strength and tenacity despite her 

modest size. I take my seat with care. 

“What awaits you in Westport?” she asks before ripping off a chunk 

of bread. I note her worn leather breeches and vest, the assortment of 

baubles dangling from her person, and a small blue cornflower tucked in 

her hair, which surprisingly complements her eclectic ensemble. She 

frowns around the chunk of waybread and, after searching through some 

pockets, produces a small pie. She looks at me in expectation. 

“Oh, I…uh, a family wedding,” I reply belated, “My wife and babe 

are below.” 

“I know, I saw,” she replies, sipping from her flask, “I got a nice 

swandeerskin for the babe, if you’d like. Keep him nice and dry if you’re 

ever caught in the rain.” 

“I take it you’re a trader, then?”  

“Aye. What gave it away?” She grins, revealing one silver tooth. She 

holds out a slim hand with long, calloused fingers. “Ruvsá. I’d give my 

surname but you wouldn’t be able to pronounce it anyway.” 

“Rickard Brune,” I reply. I grip her hand firmly, then release. “I think 

I’ll take you up on the skin. Swandeer, you say? Haven’t heard too much 

about them. You aren’t going to charge me my weight in gold, are you?” 

“Well, it will cost you a pretty penny, but trust me, it will be worth its 

weight in gold since you’re traveling with a babe,” she gets out a small 

piece of paper and small stick of charcoal and writes something down, 

“The skin is from up north, near the Salt Pines. I got it off some monks 

who said they found the beast dead in the woods. They took the meat, but 

said the skin was too fine for them. I’ll sell it for three silver crowns.” She 

holds up the piece of paper, which outlines the sale.  

“If you’ll take two, you have a deal,” I reply, holding out my hand, 

knowing she’ll take the deal. She does, and quickly amends the figure on 

the paper.  

“My goods are all packed away, but just have this receipt and your 

money when we reach Westport, and you’ll get your skin.” She sips from 

her flask. She glances around and sees what I already notice, that we’re 

alone in the mess hall. “Brune, eh? I’ve heard of you, or maybe it wasn’t 



you. Either way, I just think I should tell you to be careful: farming at sea 

can be deadly.” She taps her temple twice when she says ‘deadly’. With 

that, she slides off the bench and leaves the mess hall without a second 

glance.  

I turn my head back around and see Ruvsá left something wrapped on 

the table, which turns out to be another pie. A small smile finds its way to 

my lips. Under different circumstances, I’d probably try to get to know her 

a little better. But right now there is too much at stake. It’s not just my own 

life on the line anymore, but Freya’s, Rik’s, as well as the future of the 

country. Still, I take the pie. I’ll leave it up to Freya if she wants to risk it, 

or if she’ll stick with the waybread. Laden down with waybread and water, 

I make my way back to the cabin to find the door bolted shut. 

“Hilda, darling, will you let me in?” I say through the door, panic 

thrumming in my heart. A moment later I hear the bolt slide, and Freya’s 

worried face appears in the dim light of the hall lantern. It is completely 

dark inside the cabin and I feel terrible for not thinking what Freya would 

do if she woke up.  

I come into the cabin and put the foodstuff on my bed before 

bringing out the implements to light the small lamp bolted above the 

window. It gives off barely enough light to see Freya across from me. 

“I brought some bread and water,” I tell her, taking Rik from her, “As 

well as some interesting information. Oh, and I’m not sure if you should 

eat that pie.” 

I tell her of Ruvsá and the swandeerskin, as well as the warning. 

When I am done, Freya picks up the pie and begins to eat it. 

“Ruvsá is matkustaja,” she says by way of explanation, “It means 

‘traveler’, from northern Numar. Most are traders and few are women, but 

they are content traveling the world, so that is what they do. They usually 

trade to fund their journeys. I am not surprised she warned you, since 

matkustaja usually like to help their customers when they can. And she 

must’ve known I’d be hungry.” Freya finishes the pie in two more bites. 

Again I find myself wishing I could get to know Ruvsá a little better, 

but not under these circumstances. Besides, if she could grasp that I am a 

member of the rebellion simply by the name I chose, then we’ll need to 

come up with new identities. Unless Ruvsá herself is also a Farmer. I rub 

my temples with one hand and cradle Rik with the other. There are times, 

like now, when I simply want to walk away and leave behind all the 

secrets, the guessing, and being so full of suspicion I lose my appetite and 

sleep.  

I tilt my head down and meet Rik’s eyes, which are barely 

discernible in the darkness. He is the reason, I say to myself, chastised. Of 



course there is no giving up and walking away. I hold him a little closer as 

I try to summon my will to keep on with the mission.  

 

*** 

 

It only takes me a few seconds to realize why I’m awake before 

dawn—Freya is crying. She’s being very quiet, but the random sniffles 

give her away. I can tell her back is turned away from me. Obviously, she 

is not seeking comfort, so I lie still and pretend to sleep, so she can cry in 

peace. 

I find that I’m a bit annoyed with Freya for crying so frequently. As 

soon as I realize this, I scold myself for being heartless. She lost her 

husband and babe barely a moon ago. Now, she is on the run for her life, 

probably never to see her homeland again. I should be thankful that I’ll 

never know what it’s like to be in her position.  

Four years ago, I swore to never take a wife or father bairns while in 

service to Luna. It seems counterintuitive, since Luna is the goddess of 

fertility, but it’s necessary. The Luna Sisters dedicate their lives to healing 

the sick and feeding the poor. They cannot be dedicated to their service 

while caring for their own bairns and answering to a husband. Similarly, 

the Luna Knights shouldn’t be loyal to anyone but their duties. Younger, 

shadow-trained Luna Knights, such as myself, can’t risk a wife or children 

being used against us. If the king got word that we hold the key to his 

demise, he wouldn’t hesitate to harm anyone with information, including 

children. So, we simply swear not to form ties with anyone that could be 

put in that position, for our sake and theirs.  

That doesn’t mean I’ve never known a woman. Some of the other 

young knights head out every few days, seeking warm beds and soft 

bodies to fulfill the need to be close, physically close, to someone. That’s 

dangerous. First of all, they can father children. Secondly, they can still 

grow attached to someone, even if they never marry. As for me, I learned 

to lock away my desires long ago. Perhaps before I took my vow I would 

have tried to bed Freya, who would likely welcome intimacy in her grief, 

but now I can’t even summon a reaction to the memory of her bare breast.  

I roll over, saddened and relieved. Someday, when Rik sits safely 

upon his rightful throne, I may try to regain my passion. But for now, in 

these circumstances, I’m glad it’s locked tightly away.  

“He was the guard who warned me,” Freya says softly in the 

darkness, “The man hanging in the square. Do you think…do you think he 

died because of me?” 



I could tell her ‘no’ and ease her conscious. I could say any number 

of things to twist the truth to offer some kind of perverse comfort, but I 

don’t. 

“Yes,” I reply, matching her tone, “He was likely questioned under 

torture before being strung up like that.” 

She starts crying again. I breathe out slowly, trying to find some 

compassion. Freya has not been trained to harden her heart and focus like I 

have.  

“He knew what he was doing,” I say, “We all have to take risks. I’m 

sure his last moments were full of happiness, because he had to know that 

with his death, our mission was a success, that we got Rik out safely. As 

you said, you would protect him with your life. That’s exactly what the 

guard did.” 

Freya sniffs a few times and I hear her breathe, regaining composure. 

Likely she had no idea what she was getting herself into when she prayed 

to the Luna Sisters that day. There’s little we can do about that now. Freya 

has to commit completely to our cause, or we’ll have to kill her, since she 

knows far too much. Given what I’ve learned about her so far, both of her 

character and motives, I believe she has the potential to be a great asset.  

 

  



6: Flora 

 

 
Stellon saddles me up at dawn, and we ride out. He smells different, 

kind of spicy. It must be the food the Jertan man promised last night. As 

we start down the drive, I wonder if I’ll ever be able to taste Jertan food. If 

the smells make my nose itch and my tongue tingle, the food must be quite 

strange.  

I see something dark out of the corner of my eye and before I know 

it, someone lands on my back! I try to buck the extra person off, but I 

can’t.  

“Take me with you!” the person shouts, “Or I’ll stab you in the 

back!” The person settles in behind Stellon as I try to whip my head 

around to see, but I can’t. Whoever is behind Stellon is much smaller than 

he is. 

“Just take it easy,” he says, “No need to kill me. What do you want?” 

“I know you’re going to Westport,” she says, for her voice is that of a 

girl, “So take me with you!” 

“You could’ve just asked,” Stellon says. He clicks his tongue at me 

and we’re off again. The strange girl, whoever she is, doesn’t weigh much 

so it’s fairly easy to carry both of them. I whinny to show my displeasure 

but obey Stellon. It wouldn’t do for him to end up dead! 

“I know your last name isn’t Brown,” the girl says, “You’re really 

Stellon Defuego. I want you to take me to your brother, or else!” 

“I thought you said you wanted to go to Westport?” Stellon asks. 

We’re back on the main road now, but there’s no one else in sight.  

“That was just to get you going. Now, you’re taking me to your 

brother, or I swear I’ll kill you!” she says. 

Internally, I sigh. This man seems to attract trouble. I contemplate 

leaving him in Westport and finding someone else to take care of me. Then 

again, it’s not exactly his fault. I train my eyes on the road in front of me. 

It was packed dirt up until the fork at Musselupke Keep, but now it’s 

smooth gravel and harder on my hooves. At first it doesn’t hurt too badly, 

but just as we get to the outskirts of what I assume is Westport, I can’t take 

it anymore and stop moving. Stellon nudges my sides but I don’t budge. 

“What’s the matter?” asks the girl, “Why are we stopped?” I can hear 

a slight note of panic in her voice. 

“I don’t know,” Stellon says, “But I’m going to have to get off and 

check her out and I suggest you do the same. Don’t worry, I’ll still take 

you to Westport—” 

“No, to your brother—” she interrupts. 



“—which we’ll discuss when we get to Westport,” Stellon finishes, 

“Now, off you go.”  

He dismounts and after a loud sigh the girl does the same. Stellon 

steps in front of me and looks me over critically. The girl finally steps into 

my field of vision: she has long, curly dark hair, bright green eyes, light 

olive skin, and a blue jewel sparkling on her forehead...she must be the 

Jertan’s daughter! What on earth does she want with Clive Defuego? 

“Maybe she threw a shoe,” she says with a shrug. 

Stellon gently grabs one of my feet and looks at the bottom. 

“She’s not shod!” the girl says, “What were you thinking, taking her 

out on the roads with no shoes? You’re ruining her feet on the gravel, you 

dolt!” 

 ”I didn’t know she wasn’t shod; I just got her two days ago!” Stellon 

is clearly anguished. He must feel terrible. I nudge his shoulder gently, 

trying to convey, It’s alright; you didn’t know. “Well, we’re walking the 

rest of the way, so you can either walk with us or go on home to your 

father, who I assume is worried sick about you.” 

“Huh!” she scoffs, “Stay out of my business. I may not look like it, 

but I could kill you easily. All you need to know is I need an escort to your 

brother. No assumptions, no questions. I don’t want to kill you and take 

your horse, but I will if you force me to. Now, let’s go!” She stomps off 

ahead; Stellon and I follow shortly after. It doesn’t hurt nearly as much to 

walk without them on my back, much to my relief.  

“Alright,” Stellon yells after her, “Our first stop is the blacksmith.” 

 

*** 

 

The blacksmith is not what I expect. Then again, my only experience 

with a blacksmith was at the keep. I try to remember what he looked like 

but can’t recall anything except the smell of smoke and the sound of 

clanking metal. However, when I open my eyes I realize that the smells 

and sounds are from the man before us, who is working away in his shop, 

and not from my memories. Can I really not remember anything? I shake 

out my mane and turn my attention to the blacksmith, who walks toward 

us. His deep-set eyes are framed by ridiculous black brows, his friendly 

smile outlined with a bushy beard. His skin appears black from what must 

be soot and grime. If I were still a girl, I would likely turn up my nose at 

his filthy appearance.  

“What can I do fer ya?” he asks Stellon, greeting us out front and 

wiping his hands on his sooty apron. 

“My horse needs shoes, all four feet,” Stellon says, “She isn’t shod 

right now so she’ll need some work.” Stellon hands over my reins to the 



blacksmith and he ties them to a post near his equipment. My eyes widen 

as I take in all the sharp metal instruments, the pit of fire, piles of metallic 

blobs, and the mess that must accompany such work. The smoky, tangy 

smell sends waves of panic through me as memories of flames flash before 

my eyes. 

“Let me take a look here,” says the blacksmith, picking up my left 

foreleg and breaking my reverie. “Ah...hmm...let’s see,” he mumbles, then 

puts my foot down and says, “Well, I don’t know much about horses other 

than shoein’ them, and it seems like this horse hasn’t been shod.” 

“Yes, that’s what I told you,” Stellon says, looking a bit annoyed. He 

runs his fingers through his hair. The girl has her arms crossed and taps her 

foot impatiently.  

“Yes, yes, I know what ya told me. I’m sayin’ she’s never been 

shod,” he says, raising both brows questioningly. 

“Well, I don’t know anything about that,” Stellon says, “I just got her 

two days ago. I assumed she had shoes.” 

“Hmm. Well I won’t pretend it isn’t unusual,” the blacksmith says 

with a shrug, “But we can get her all fixed up here, right as rain in an hour 

or so. Mind you I’ll have to do some trimming and filing to ensure a good 

fit. You might want to go buy her some treats to keep her happy while I 

work. I’ll just get set up here.” 

Stellon nods and leaves, the girl hot on his heels. The blacksmith 

starts setting out some of the sharp things I noticed and I can’t help but 

wonder what they all do. The only things I recognize are the shoes! How 

do they stay on? Glue? I don’t see him setting out anything that looks like 

glue and I start to panic. By each of the shoes he starts setting out some 

long pins...surely the shoes don’t stay on with those! I pull on my reins, 

testing the strength of the knot used to tie me to the pole. It’s strong; I 

don’t think I can break loose. What do I do? This will hurt worse than 

walking around without the darn shoes!  

Stellon comes back with a few apples and pats my nose.  He must see 

the panic in my eyes because he starts saying soothing things and I can’t 

fight the feeling of calm that washes over me. I hardly notice when the 

blacksmith picks up my foot and starts filing away at it. It doesn’t hurt! It’s 

not pleasant, but it’s not any more painful than filing a fingernail, which 

my maids did regularly for me.   

The blacksmith starts scraping my hoof with something, which does 

bother me a little. Stellon can sense my agitation and quarters an apple, 

giving me a chunk—it’s delicious. 

“Hm, you’re in luck!” says the blacksmith, “Looks like standard 

shoes will fit just fine. Let me nail one on and see how it does.”  



Nails? That’s what the long pins must be! I get ready to kick the 

blacksmith in the face as he starts to nail the shoe on, but a lack of intense 

pain stops me. Like the filing, it doesn’t hurt, not really. 

After what seems like a long time, all four shoes are on my feet. 

Tentatively, I tap my hooves on the ground to test the shoes, but I can’t tell 

much on the packed dirt floor. Stellon pays the blacksmith silver coins 

from a small bag and I catch the girl eying him. I wonder why Stellon has 

been singing for his supper when he can probably pay for the best room at 

an inn.  

He’s a Defuego, I recall once we’re back on the road, which only 

confuses me more. His name may explain the coin, but not his behavior.   

The blacksmith was on the outer edge of Westport, not far from the 

sign welcoming us to the city. The main road widens and quickly becomes 

filled with people as we get closer and closer to the city center. One-story 

cottages transition into two-story houses, and then soon there aren’t any 

houses anymore, just tall buildings stuck so close together a person could 

barely walk between them. The fresh ocean breeze is replaced with the 

smells of rotten food and outhouses. This city is nothing like Featherton!  

Our pace slows and Stellon jumps off to help steer me through the 

crowds. More than once he grabs a sneaky hand intent on his purse, and I 

toss my head in disgust at the dirty children that scamper off when Stellon 

releases them. What kind of mother would let her children get into such a 

state? Part of me wishes I could take them all and give them a good tongue 

lashing, followed by a soak in hot vinegar-water, but another part of me 

wishes to chase them all down and tuck them into bed. Perhaps they have 

no mothers.  

Eventually we get to a large square with a fountain in the middle. 

Stellon leads me up to the fountain and I drink deeply. The water is 

surprisingly cool! The fountain has a strange statue of creatures that are 

half-woman and half-fish, beckoning to travelers with open arms. If I were 

still a girl I would blush at their nakedness, but all I can do is turn my head 

away and study them out of the corner of my eye. What are they? I 

vaguely recall a story about a fish-girl who wanted legs, but can’t 

remember any details. Stellon and the girl are talking. She has her hands 

on her hips and he’s shaking his head, so I quickly tune into their 

conversation. 

“I don’t think you understand,” says the girl, “You are taking me to 

your brother. I can pay for my own lodging, so really there shouldn’t be 

any problem!” 

“The problem is,” says Stellon, “you’re a young girl, and it isn’t 

proper for you to be traveling with me alone.” 



The girl tosses her long black tresses and rolls her sparkling eyes; 

something alarmingly like jealousy momentarily pangs my heart. Except, 

she then notices that many of the townsfolk are staring at her, making 

gestures to ward off evil. Her eyes narrow and she lifts her chin defiantly. I 

notice, however, that her cheeks are slightly red.  

“Oh, please,” she scoffs, “Spare me the worry over my virtue. I don’t 

care about that and neither should you. Would it make you feel better if I 

told you my father isn’t going to worry about me? He knows I can take 

care of myself. Us Jertans don’t exactly adhere to your customs, you 

know. The meaning of virtue for us isn’t exactly the same as it is for you. 

Now, before I end up taking an hour to explain how it’s alright for me to 

travel with you, please, let’s just go find someplace to stay so we can talk 

privately.”  

Stellon sighs and looks like he’s about to say something, but just 

shakes his head and reaches for my reins.  

“Come on, then,” Stellon says, “We’re looking for a place called The 

Glass Goat.” 

 

  



7: Knives 

 

 
Ruvsá’s warning soon becomes clear. There is a King’s Eye aboard 

the ship, making sure to interact with all the passengers. It’s too late for us 

to come up with new identities on board: after all, our trunk says 

“BRUNE”. I contemplate explaining the situation to Freya, but decide not 

to. She is not familiar with Marcus’ Eyes and Ears. She has no idea what it 

means to have one on the ship with us. Her ignorance, in this case, may 

prove to be beneficial. Knowing the truth would only make her nervous, 

and nothing attracts suspicion like nervous behavior. 

There is nothing outwardly remarkable about a King’s Eye that 

reveals his occupation. In fact, one of the traits I was taught to look out for 

is their ability to blend in to any crowd. No, it is not their appearance or 

their speech that gives them away, but their eyes. Unlike an Ear, who can 

ask the same question dozens of ways without anyone realizing it, an Eye 

looks at everything, cataloging each part of a person to determine who he 

is. Their eyes dart from feature to feature, finger to finger, stitch to stitch, 

quickly taking in everything about a person and comparing it to long lists 

of expectations. If they see something suspicious, they then make a point 

of learning the person’s identity. A day or two later, that person will likely 

disappear. The most dangerous thing about the Eyes is that there is almost 

no way of knowing they are watching. 

Thanks to Ruvsá’s warning, I spotted him at breakfast. His thin, 

wavy, graying-brown hair is parted down the middle and falls limply to his 

shoulders. He has bags below his watery brown eyes, eyes that rarely 

blink. His clothes are unkempt, his cravat stained and loose. In short, he 

looks like any other traveler on board. He wipes his mouth, though, after 

every spoonful of porridge, leading me to believe he’s not the most 

comfortable in his current state. Like most travelers on board, he can’t wait 

to take a bath and put on fresh clothes.  

I’m careful to avoid eye contact, so I do not study him as long as I’d 

like to. Freya and the babe are with me and I do my best to keep busy by 

providing her with food while she holds Rik. She dips her finger in the 

porridge and lets him suck on her finger. He scrunches up his face at the 

strange taste and Freya smiles. I smile, too, and put my arm on her 

shoulders. We are a happy, little family.  

My wedded band is loose on my finger, which worries me since that 

is a detail the Eye will notice, but there is nothing I can do about it. Should 

he ask, I’ll say it was a gift from my wife’s father. The best thing to do 

right now is act as if I do not know he’s there, watching everything we do. 



Luckily there are quite a few other passengers in the mess hall to draw his 

gaze, but sooner or later he will likely seek us out in order to study us 

further.  

I think back to the guards at the base of Ruby Dock. Did they know 

there would be an Eye on board? Perhaps that was the note scribbled down 

by the guard with the red plume. It could very well be that there’s an Eye 

or Ear on most vessels these days, or the Eye could be on board because 

the prince was kidnapped. I stop myself from touching a hidden blade. 

Unfortunately, the Eye may have to die. 

 

*** 

 

Because I want the Eye to approach me on my terms, I tell Freya I’m 

going to mill about on deck while she takes the babe back to our cabin. 

Many passengers are on deck, even though we’re supposed to stay in our 

cabins, so it’s not unusual that I should want to take a breath of fresh air. 

The Eye is on deck, too, casually changing positions every few minutes to 

give himself the best vantage point possible as he studies each passenger.  

If I give notice to him, he’ll give notice to me, so I lean on the rail 

and cross my arms as indifferently as possible. I breathe in and out with 

the gentle rolling of the ship, and allow the shouts of the crew to fade into 

the shush, shush of the waves. I relax, become a nobody enjoying a breeze, 

and shut my eyes. If the Eye watches me, I’d rather not know it. I’ve 

trained for this over and over, which is exactly why I should try to look 

like I haven’t. I decide one thing, though, before I drift completely away: if 

he asks for my name, I will kill him before we leave the ship.  

The sailors talk to each other while they work, and from them I learn 

we will arrive in Westport tomorrow morning, on schedule. We’re so close 

to the next leg of the journey, yet that does not mean safety. The leg after 

that doesn’t mean safety, either. The whole plan, every single aspect, is as 

fragile as glass. Should Rik perish, the entire plan is shattered. Delaterra 

will be awash in bloody shards and most of its citizens won’t even know 

the true cause of it. That has to be the most frustrating part of the whole 

thing. While many citizens are aware of the evil in our land and are 

reasonably sure of the cause of it, few are brave enough to even attempt to 

rectify it. I hear footsteps and the brushing of cloth on wood as a man 

stands beside me. My stomach fills with dread.  

“Lost in thought, traveler?” comes a voice at my side. 

I open my eyes quickly, to appear startled, and check myself before 

replying. It is the Eye, of course. 

“Ah, aye,” I say, smiling, “Don’t tell the wife I was up here 

daydreaming, alright? Not while she’s stuck below.” 



“Sure, friend, sure,” he says, forcing a smile in return, and extends 

his hand, “Darby Whitall.” 

“Rickard Brune,” I say, trying my best to convey a warmth I do not 

feel at all, “Pleased to make your acquaintance. What line of work are you 

in, Whitall?” 

“Surveying,” he replies, “For the king. He sends me all about to 

make records of his lands. Rather exciting, really. How about you…Brune, 

did you say?” 

“Aye. I’m actually looking for new work,” I pause, contemplating, 

“You, er, wouldn’t know of any, would you?”  

We speak for perhaps ten minutes, during which I say more than I 

should. But it doesn’t matter. Darby Whitall will not get off this ship alive.  

 

*** 

 

We arrive in Westport with the dawn. If there was any doubt in my 

mind about the Eye, it was expunged during dinner last night, when he 

made a point of sitting opposite Freya and me. Even with all my training 

for identifying the King’s Eyes and Ears, there was little I could do to 

actually avoid his suspicion. Eyes and Ears are extraordinarily good at 

what they do, unnaturally good, if rumors are true. I go over my actions 

again and again, looking for opportunities where I could’ve done 

something differently or said something else, but no matter how I play it in 

my mind, the Eye always suspects me. He was right to do so. Should he 

catch us, he would win the biggest prize of all—the future king of 

Delaterra and Numar. He is either a master at his trade, or just extremely 

lucky. 

Was, I should say. Last night I went into his cabin, killed him quietly, 

and dropped him overboard in pieces. Perhaps it wasn’t necessary to 

dismember him, but I had to be sure. If the sharks haven’t gotten him by 

now, the pieces should be hard enough to put back together if they wash 

up in the same place. At the very least, it will buy us time.  

The stench from Westport greets us as we moor up to a green dock. 

Like Porthaven, the docks are painted bright colors to help organize the 

chaos. Riquexo, the favored mode of transportation in Aurumesia, already 

line the dock. The two-wheel carts, meant for carrying two passengers and 

their luggage comfortably through the city, are quickly catching on in 

Delaterra. All this we see through our small, open window. Captain 

Moreno made sure all passengers knew to keep to their cabins until we’re 

dismissed, for our and the crew’s safety. As I predicted, no alarm was 

sounded about Darby Whitall’s disappearance. It seems that even if 



Captain Moreno is not sympathetic to our case, at least he shares our 

disgust towards the Eyes and Ears of King Marcus.  

I do not see any guards patrolling the docks, but that doesn’t mean 

there aren’t any. There could be more Eyes and Ears lurking about, waiting 

for poor Darby Whitall to get off this boat. The sooner we can depart, the 

better.  

There’s a lot of shouting as the crew line up our vessel and tie it in 

place. Then they start unloading chests and luggage from the hold. I 

remember that I am supposed to purchase a skin from Ruvsá and find the 

crumpled receipt in my pocket. 

“I nearly forgot all about that swandeerskin,” I tell Freya, who gives 

me a thin smile. She is anxious to be on solid ground, I am sure.  

Who could blame me for forgetting? The past few days have been 

much more eventful than I intended, all due to the Eye. Freya does not 

know what happened to Darby Whitall, and I intend to keep it that way. 

Why should her conscience be weighed down by something she can do 

nothing about? Darby is already dead, and the danger that came with him 

is likely gone. It’s just another thing I’ll have to keep to myself, tucked 

away in my already full mind. Honestly, if poison or a knife in my back 

doesn’t kill me, surely the mental stamina required for this line of work 

will.  

Captain Moreno knocks on our door, letting us know it is now safe to 

disembark. There is a flurry of activity as we and the twenty-odd other 

passengers make for the deck at the same time, all intent on being on our 

way. Freya clutches the prince tight as I pull her towards the back of the 

crowd. We’re in a hurry, perhaps more so than any of them, but not at the 

cost of risking the prince’s safety. Therefore, we end up waiting longer 

than I’d like before we walk down the gangplank to the dock. Ruvsá greets 

us and a few other passengers, with the wares she sold us during the 

voyage. I dig out two silver coins to pay for the skin, but she shakes her 

head. 

“I changed my mind,” she says, holding out the skin, “It’s a gift.” 

Freya gasps, tentatively reaching out to stroke the soft skin. Clearly 

there is something going on that I do not quite understand. I try again to 

offer the money, but Freya gives me a look that has me pocket my money 

immediately. Ruvsá smiles as I take the skin. 

“Thank you,” Freya says, “We will treasure this forever.” She dips 

her head in gratitude and I do the same.  

“I’ll take that,” Ruvsá says, snatching the receipt from me and 

putting it in her pocket.  

“Thank you,” I say, hoping she knows I’m thanking her for more 

than just the skin. She nods her head and turns to her next customer. 



I tuck the rolled up skin under my arm and stroke it with my thumb. 

The soft white fur is the finest I’ve ever felt. I chance a glance at Freya and 

see that her cheeks are red with pleasure, matching a smile she tries to 

hide. Something definitely just happened and I grit my teeth at my 

ignorance.  

A motivated riquexo-driver has already loaded our trunk into the 

back of his cart. My temper flares at his insolence, but because we need a 

cart anyway, I instead thank him for preparing for us. Even though I am at 

home in Westport, I doubt I could keep Freya and the babe safe on the 

streets and still maintain my cover. Rickard Brune knows none of the skills 

Kevyn Musselupke possesses.  

“Where to?” asks the man pulling our cart. 

“The Gold Fish,” I shout back, naming the inn closest to the Luna 

Temple. Since Freya and I are not visibly ill, it would arouse suspicion if 

we head straight for the Temple. So, we will walk from the inn. The cart-

puller has little trouble barging through the crowds, partly due to his 

experience and partly due to the creative warnings he shouts to those in his 

path. A few of the bawdier ones earn a grin from Freya, which I note. 

Perhaps if she wasn’t so grieved over the death of her husband and child, 

Freya might display a decent sense of humor. The prince jostles about in 

Freya’s arms, but he seems to enjoy seeing all the people and colors in the 

streets.  

It takes us almost an hour to make it to The Gold Fish. We are dusty 

and weary from the trip, not to mention starving. The cart-puller waits 

until I procure a room before hauling our trunk off the back of our cart and 

taking it to our room on the second floor. I give him an extra penny to 

make up for the trunk, since we don’t actually need it. 

There are few people in the tavern, due to the hour. Most travelers 

would’ve moved on by now, and it’s too early for lunch. Still, there is hot 

food for guests, of which we partake. Freya piles her plate high with one 

hand while she holds the prince with the other. She sees me eye her full 

plate and looks down, ashamed.  

“Eat your fill, my dear,” I say, lacing my voice with cheer, “You 

need to get your strength back after the horrid ship food.” This wins a 

smile from her and she takes a bite of dumplings covered in gravy. I 

suppose being up all hours of the night and feeding a hungry baby would 

increase one’s appetite, not to mention the stress of travel.  

The dumplings and gravy are hot and savory, but I find it difficult to 

swallow. This is usually the case after I take a life. I suppose it’s good, in a 

way, since it means killing does disturb me somewhat. Some of my 

brothers-in-arms argue that we can’t be bothered by the killing we do, not 

when it’s for the greater good of the country. Frankly, my own feelings 



about it shouldn’t matter to anyone else, especially when they don’t affect 

my efficiency, just my stomach the next day.  

“Rickard?” Freya speaks to me, watching worriedly as I move a 

dumpling around my plate with a spoon, “Can we go up to rest now?” 

“Of course, my dear,” I say, standing, “Let’s all go up for a rest.” 

 

*** 

 

I watch over Freya and Rik while they lie on the bed. There is only 

one in our room. In sleep, the lines of exhaustion on Freya’s face relax and 

she looks younger, more vulnerable. She can’t be older than me, though 

life has been hard for her. If I wasn’t being kept awake by the bracer, 

would I curl up next to her to rest, contouring her body with mine? A small 

flash of heat surprises my innards, but it is easily extinguished. Perhaps my 

passion is not as tightly locked away as I thought. 

By now I believe her story and her devotion to the little prince. He 

may not be of her own blood, but he needs her just as much as her own 

babe would have. I certainly doubt I could manage to care for such a needy 

being. After almost a week of such intimate observation, I sincerely doubt 

I could care for the prince by myself, even if I had a way to feed him. I’ve 

heard of orphans being fed with goat’s milk, but that sounds like more 

work than I could handle alone. At least Freya has a ready supply of food 

for Rik, no matter where we are. 

Freya rests on her side with the prince cradled against her, the arm he 

freed from his wrappings rests on his forehead. He is the true heir, son of 

Ragnar, son of Geraldia, daughter of King Cynebald and Queen Alvira. A 

false half-man sits on the Delaterran throne now—Marcus, son of Alvira 

and the Nameless One that committed the ultimate anathema. No, both are 

equally guilty. Alvira cut down the Waytree to release the Nameless One 

and invited him inside her. She committed two evils: cutting down the tree 

and taking seed from other than her husband. The Nameless One, rather 

than accept Oblivion, chose to inhabit a human.  

There is a reason the Nameless Ones are contained within the 

Waytrees. If they were left to roam the land, who knows what kind of 

destruction they would wreak? According to legend, the Nameless Ones 

possess unnatural strength and no conscience to shape it. They did, 

however, apparently lend that strength to the Jertans so that they could 

conquer their Masters. That is why the Jertans honor the Waytrees instead 

of fear them. At least when they honor them, they do their best to ensure 

nobody cuts them down to free the spirits inside. Except once. 

Fifty years ago, Alvira told her husband, King Cynebald, that she was 

going on pilgrimage to all the Luna Temples in Delaterra, so that the Luna 



Sisters might bless her womb. They had been trying for a male heir for six 

years without success, and the queen was getting desperate. They had a 

daughter, Geraldia, but she couldn’t inherit the throne except through her 

sons. Alvira did visit at least one Temple, but after that she and her retinue 

traveled south, through the desert. In her retinue was a sorcerer, Oskuro, 

who helped her cut down the tree. Neither the queen nor Oskuro knew 

exactly what they were doing. They simply guessed that whoever cut down 

the tree would possess the spirit inside.  

Oskuro gave the queen an enchanted blade that increased the strength 

of each blow a hundredfold. She cut the great Waytree down in the light of 

a full moon, the most sacred night in the Luna Cycle. Luna was furious, 

and sent a terrible storm to try and stop the queen, but the storm only 

succeeded in blowing the tree down after the queen weakened it. When she 

realized what she had done, Luna immediately sent word to her Sisters, 

who have been working ever since to help right this evil. 

The first action of the Nameless One was to kill Oskuro and drink up 

all his blood and absorb his soul. This gave him only temporary strength, 

but strength enough to loosely take Oskuro’s shape. He turned next to the 

queen, who, with fear in her eyes, stripped off her robe and lay down on 

the sand, legs spread wide. 

“You can have my blood and soul,” she said, “Or, you can give me a 

son and be ruler of all the land.” 

The Nameless One, keen to preserve his existence outside the tree, 

decided the second option would give him longer life. Without warning, he 

forced his way inside the queen with such enthusiasm it was said the 

queen’s screams of pain could be heard all across Jerta. Thus, Marcus was 

conceived. 

 

  



Eye 

 

 

 
3rd Day of Emerald Moon 

Field Report 

 

My Lord and Most Beloved King,  

 

The end of the investigation draws near, and it is as we feared:  per 

Your Majesty’s behest, we have had no rest, searching from sewer to 

tower. Alas, ‘twas all for naught, for the Prince is missing still. No leads 

could be wrought from the rebel spy we caught.  This humble servant 

would pass along the rebel’s final oration: 

 

“You are no true King, 

Wrought from shadow and deceit. 

Your end comes steadily forward; 

We will watch you drown in blood!” 

 

I pray Your Majesty pays no mind to this obscene quotation. 

 

Signed, 

 

Jethro Whitall, Faithful King’s Eye 

 

  



8: Dagger 

 

 
My face is too warm. I can feel the blush blazing in my cheeks and 

wish I’d been able to master some of the calming techniques Knives was 

always trying to teach me. Instead, I get out a length of cloth from my bag 

and wrap up my hair in a loose qacheqol, pulling it down to cover the 

jewel on my forehead. It helps a little, at least, though my clothes still 

seem to draw too many eyes. I should have thought of my appearance 

when getting dressed, not just function and comfort! Only Papi is 

accepting of my wardrobe.  

I knew Delaterrans distrusted Jertans, but I was in no way prepared 

for the gestures to ward off evil, the scowls, and mumbles of abuse I’ve 

been subjected to in the past hour. At least we’re all getting a wide berth in 

the street. What did we, as a people, ever do to deserve this? Nothing in 

our history, except the liberation of our people, suggests violence towards 

others. We’re a peaceful, patient people. 

I keep one hand on Ash’s bridle as we walk towards the inn. My bag 

is secure on my back, not that anyone wants to get close enough to steal 

from me anyway, so I turn my mind towards Papi. He never left the keep. 

He always said he was happiest at home, so why bother traveling 

elsewhere? I never questioned it. Besides, he has had trouble riding ever 

since his accident.  

He must have known what it was like out here. With his dark skin, 

darker eyes, and penchant for dressing in his native clothing, Papi would 

be an instant target for scrutiny. Why, if we are so unwelcome, are we here 

in Delaterra? More than ever I’m convinced that there is a conspiracy 

behind Papi’s reason for living here. But what could— 

“Go home!” someone from above shouts, lobbing a squishy tomato 

out the window and missing me by a few feet. It splatters in the street, 

getting red juice on Ash’s legs. I snap my head up and glare at the attacker, 

who meets my gaze and quickly disappears into her window. We better get 

to the inn soon. 

“Are you sure you know where you’re going?” I ask Stellon. He is 

leading Ash on her left side, trying to protect her from the cross-traffic. In 

answer, Stellon stops a better-dressed man and asks for directions. The 

man barely stops and points further up the street in the direction we’re 

going before hurrying on his way, so we continue on our path. I see Stellon 

shrug, so I know he’s not convinced, either.  

The street is lined with shops, with a few carts set up on the street in 

front of them. There seems to be a constant battle between the shop owners 



and the traveling peddlers on who gets the street space in front of the 

buildings. Shop owners seem to believe that the entire length of street in 

front of their building belongs to them, while the peddlers argue that only 

the space in front of the steps belongs to shop owners.  

The shop owners keep coming out and trying to shoo away the 

peddlers. Some move on to the next opening, but some loudly proclaim 

they have an edict from the Minster of Domestic Finances (whoever he is) 

saying they have a right to sell their goods anywhere in Delaterra, 

anywhere. They then produce a tiny roll of paper and show it to the shop 

owner, who promptly goes inside his shop and stays there. This we see all 

the way to the inn. Stellon keeps shaking his head in slow, disapproving 

sweeps and I worry that his head will roll off his shoulders and get 

trampled by Ash. 

 

*** 

 

The Glass Goat seems like paradise when we arrive. Stellon takes 

Ash around back and leaves me in the walled courtyard at the side of the 

inn, which is markedly less populated than the streets; only paying 

customers are allowed here. I’m a little worried I’ll be tossed out along 

with the loiterers, so I remain in the shadows until Stellon returns. My 

stomach is growling fiercely, and I desperately need to use a chamber pot, 

a need made more urgent by the trickling of the fountain in the middle of 

the courtyard.   

“We’re getting separate rooms,” Stellon says firmly, which I agree 

to. “We can talk in my room after supper, deal?” 

“Deal,” I say, holding out my hand. He rolls his eyes before 

accepting my hand. It may not be much, but now he’s at least somewhat 

honor-bound to do what he says he’ll do. My rumbling stomach and full 

bladder hurry me inside behind him.  

 

  



9: Flora 

 

 
After walking around and asking for directions, dodging people, and 

apprehending more pickpockets, we finally arrive at an inn with a sign 

shaped like a goat. It looks nicer than some of the others we passed, which 

is promising. Stellon takes me through a courtyard to the stables in back 

and gets me set up for the night, for it’s almost evening by the time we get 

here. 

“Well,” Stellon says with a sigh, “We made it to Westport. 

Goodnight, Ash. I’ve got to go try and talk some sense into that girl.” With 

that and a pat to my nose, Stellon leaves me for the night.  

I settle into my stall and munch on some hay, looking around as 

much as I can. I’m close to the doors so I can see out into the courtyard 

where people and their horses mill about. The stable is long, and there are 

many other horses housed in it for the night. A white and brown spotted 

stallion across from me keeps looking at me and snorting, tossing his head. 

I have no idea what he’s trying to tell me, so I ignore him.  

Outside I hear some men talking about a battle that happened 

recently. Battle? I think, is there a war going on? Come to think of it, Da 

might have mentioned something about “rebels” a while ago, but I don’t 

remember what he said and thinking about him still makes my heart ache. 

No! I can’t ignore what’s happening in the Kingdom just to spare my own 

feelings; I must try to remember. What did Da say? What the man says 

next causes me to lose concentration.  

“Aye! All the women and children were slaughtered, but don’t let the 

king’s men hear you say it that way! ‘Cording to them, they did what was 

necessary,” the voice sounds remorseful, “But I just can’t see how killing 

innocents can ever be seen as ‘necessary’…those poor babes, ach! I can’t 

even imagine.” 

“Yes, well,” says another voice, “You won’t hear me say anything 

critical. We now have stability up north where before there was the chance 

of complete rebellion! Imagine!” This voice does not sound sad at all. 

“I still think there would’ve been a better way to curb the insurgence, 

but ach! You won’t hear no more from me about it, since I’d like to keep 

my head. It’s over and done with now and all we can do is pray for all the 

innocents who lost their lives, gods rest their souls. Speaking of souls, did 

ya hear they’re finally going to summon a sorcerer from Malisheram, or 

whatever they call that sorcery school, to get a good look at that keep up 

north? The one burned to the ground?” 



“Finally,” the other replies, mounting his steed, “Ya ask me, they 

shoulda done that straightaway.” 

The two men ride off together, whoever they are, leaving me to 

ponder their words. Insurgence? Rebellion? What in the world is going on 

that would justify the killing of women and children? I vaguely remember 

seeing the men in tents on my frantic ride east...were they the soldiers 

responsible? My whole body shudders as I recall the smell of blood and 

smoke. Those were soldiers, all right. I had seen the glint of steel helmets 

and armor flashing between the tents of their camp. And what was that 

about “Malisheram” and a school for sorcerers? Maybe that’s where I can 

find the one responsible, and I can burn him— 

My thoughts are interrupted by a familiar voice coming from outside 

the stable. 

“Just put him up for the night again, alrighty?” says Donnie Hilsch, 

leading his big stallion into the stable. “Ho!” he says, seeing me, “So 

Defuego made it after all! I’ll have to go look in on him.” He gives my 

nose a pat as he hands off his stallion to a stableboy. Whistling, he strolls 

out of the stable and into the inn. How can he be in such a good mood? 

Doesn’t he know about the massacre that happened? Maybe he doesn’t! 

Maybe the king is trying to hide it.  

Swaying my head side to side, I try to think of a prayer I can say for 

the women and children, but I can only recall a few words. Instead, I 

simply wish their souls to peaceful slumber, which will have to do for 

now. But I won’t forget them. 

 

*** 

 

I wake from bad dreams of smoke and screams to see Stellon and the 

girl standing in front of me. Stellon’s mouth is set in a firm line, which 

makes him look a little less kind, but doesn’t erase the warmth in his gray 

eyes. The girl has a gleam of satisfaction in her eyes and I toss my head in 

annoyance. So she’s coming with us after all. Whatever she said to Stellon 

must’ve convinced him to let her come with us and I’m extremely 

frustrated that I can’t ask the reason.  

“Ash, meet Lady Dagriella—” Stellon starts to say. I balk, as well as 

I can, at Stellon introducing a lady to me, a horse. He certainly is a strange 

man.  

“Dagger!” she corrects, crossing her arms and blowing the curly 

wisps out of her eyes. 

“Fine, meet Lady Dagger Musselupke, whom we’ll be escorting to 

Defuego Keep, against my better judgment,” Stellon finishes.   



I huff out my breath and give a short whinny. It’s not like I can 

actually protest and maybe Dagger (what a horrible name) has a good 

reason for forcing Stellon to agree to her very unladylike plan. If I were 

still a lady, I certainly wouldn’t act like her!  

Donnie Hilsch arrives and greets Stellon and Dagger with a cheery, 

“What a good morning it is!” 

 Stellon replies and asks where he can find a good tanner in order to 

exchange saddles for one that can accommodate two people. 

“You’re riding double all the way to Defuego Keep?” asks Donnie, 

eyebrows shooting up. 

“Yes, unless you know of an inexpensive way to purchase a horse for 

the impetuous Lady Dagger here, who lacked the foresight to procure her 

own transportation before insisting I take her to my brother,” Stellon says.  

“I told you—Papi wouldn’t let me take one of the horses, which is 

why I had to come with you!” Dagger explains, “Besides, I can buy my 

own horse and would have told you so if you had bothered to ask me, 

which you didn’t. So, where can I buy a horse?” she asks Donnie.  

Both Stellon and Donnie look taken aback. Donnie recovers first and 

answers her question carefully. 

“Well, there are a few places here in the city that sell horses, but only 

one I would trust not to rob you blind under these circumstances. You 

better let me come with you since I know the fellow and I might be able to 

put in a good word for you,” he says, winking at Dagger. She narrows her 

eyes at him. Donnie gulps and says quickly, “We best get moving, then!”  

Stellon finishes saddling me up and we ride out of the courtyard. The 

streets aren’t as busy this time of morning and it is easy to navigate 

through them. Peddlers have barely set up and people are just opening 

their shutters as we arrive at the horse trader, who is located on the way 

out of Westport. 

Stellon stays with me and Donnie’s bay while Dagger and Donnie 

meet up with the horse trader. I can tell Stellon is aggravated about having 

to drag Dagger along with us on our way back to his home. He keeps 

muttering under his breath and running his fingers through his light brown 

hair, making it stand on end again. I nudge him with my nose and he stops 

muttering and sighs. He turns to look at me and gives me a small smile. 

“There now, Ash,” he says, “What would an adventure be without a 

few surprises, I suppose? I guess we’ll see what Dagger wants with Clive 

when we get there. She wouldn’t tell me the details, but she said it’s a 

matter of life or death and that if I turned her away, I’d have blood on my 

hands. It’s hard to argue with that.” He sighs again, tilting up his head to 

look at the sky, which is a nice clear blue today. 



I nicker softly and put my nose in his hand, forcing him to pat it. It’s 

not much, and I’m just as frustrated as he is, but it’s the only thing I can do 

right now. The bay starts to act up so Stellon turns his attention to him, 

leaving me alone to ponder our situation.  

Eventually Donnie and Dagger return, leading an old pony out from 

the trader’s yard. She’s quite a bit older than me, but she seems sturdy 

enough. She should have no trouble carrying Dagger, who is quite small.  

“Good luck on your journey, Defuego, Lady Dagger,” says Donnie, 

tipping his hat to each of them. 

“Thank you and good luck at that fair of yours! Maybe we’ll see you 

at one someday,” Stellon says. 

They bid each other farewell, and we get back on the road leading 

outside of the city. Dagger doesn’t say much, despite Stellon’s attempts at 

small talk. Eventually he gives up and the only sounds are the clop-clop of 

our hooves on the gravel. The grass is high and green on both sides of the 

road and trees are few and far between. Bright purple and yellow flowers 

frequently decorate the grass, along with familiar dollflowers and twolips. 

The dollflowers wave as we ride by, their petals bobbing happily in the 

wind. 

Up ahead I see a large stone bridge. Some people have set up stalls at 

the foot of the bridge, perhaps to sell food and drink to the travelers 

heading to the bazaar. As we near the bridge, I read a sign that states: 

 

Malisheram, follow river east 

Dale, follow road south 

 

Malisheram! That must be where the sorcerer is from. Before 

thinking too deeply, I plunge left following the packed dirt path along the 

river. I must break the curse, I must get revenge!  

“Whoa! Whoa!” Stellon yells, pulling on my reins as hard as he can, 

but I won’t stop, not when I’m so close— 

“Hey, wait!” I hear Dagger yell, “Stop your horse, or I’ll hurt her!” 

What? I stop so suddenly that Stellon flies over my head and lands in 

a bush with a loud oof! True enough, Dagger has a blade in her hand, 

ready to throw.  

“What the hell, Ash!” Stellon yells angrily, slowly getting to his feet 

and rubbing his head. I just stare at him, willing him to understand, but I 

know there’s no way he can. “She’s not serious,” he whispers to me, “Why 

would she injure you? You, and I, are her guides.”  

“Your horse is very strange,” Dagger says as she stashes away her 

blade, “You better find a way to control her if you want to live long 



enough to see your brother again. I wasn’t lying about being able to kill 

you.” 

But the sorcerer, I think as loudly as I can, He can break the curse! 

I’m not really a horse!  

“Fine,” Stellon says to her, climbing onto my back. He clicks his 

tongue at me but I don’t move.  

I try once more to tell them, We must go to Malisheram! But it’s 

hopeless. Stellon gently nudges my sides and I know there’s no option but 

to go the way they want to, at least for now. Soon, I will come back. Now I 

know where the sorcerer is and how to find him. 

Back at the bridge the vendors stare at us as we ride up. A few make 

the same gesture towards me that people in Westport had made towards 

Dagger. Do they really think I’m evil? 

“Change your mind about breaking a curse?” a pie-seller asks with a 

grin, “Your horse seemed in quite a hurry. Sure she’s really a horse?” He’s 

joking, not knowing how close to the truth he is. I nod my head as best I 

can, but Stellon just lets out a friendly chuckle as he yanks on my reins.  

“Oh, Ash here just had a fright is all, you know how it is. What’s 

cooking?” Stellon asks, buying two meat pies.  

It’s hard to ride in the opposite direction of the first real chance of 

hope I’ve found, but it’s necessary for now. Dagger keeps looking at me, 

her hand on a blade, ready to stab me if I try to run away again. Unlike 

Stellon, I’m not completely convinced her threats are empty. As soon as 

Dagger gets what she wants, I’m coming back here, with or without 

Stellon. 

 

  



10: Dagger 

 

 
It’s hard to keep from smiling, but I do. Years of practicing such 

concealment are hard to erase, though what I really want to do is whoop in 

triumph. We made it all the way out of Westport and nobody has come 

after us, at least not yet. At this pace, we should get to Defuego Keep 

within a week, and I should be in Jerta within two! I honestly can’t believe 

Papi didn’t even try to drag me home, and am surprised to feel a little bit 

hurt by that. For all his talk of ‘heartache’ if I left, he sure didn’t try very 

hard to bring me back. He had to have, at the very least, suspected my 

plan.  

Maybe he is simply not as sharp as he used to be. Or maybe he, like 

Mother, does not care very much about me. Belatedly, I remember his 

wound that makes riding painful for him these days. The old pony tosses 

her head slightly, pulling at the reins gripped tightly in my hands. My 

fingers open, releasing them. I don’t care that Papi didn’t come after me; I 

didn’t want him to, anyway! 

I exhale slowly, flexing each finger before lightly picking up the 

reins again. My pony has a balding patch on the top of her head. The trader 

assured me she had plenty of life left in her, despite her ragged 

appearance. Donnie helped me check her over and agreed that she should 

do just fine, so long as we travel no faster than a brisk walk. The other 

night I only told Stellon I love horses so he wouldn’t be suspicious of me 

asking about Sandstallions. I don’t actually know everything about them. I 

did, however, make a point of looking at the pony’s feet to make sure she 

has shoes. Everyone knows to do that! Everyone except Stellon, that is. 

The pony didn’t really have a name, aside from “Ol’ Gray Nag”, so I 

decide to give her a new one, Dusky. It’s a practical name and it also helps 

describe the color of her coat. I can just imagine Knives jibing me about 

naming my horse, telling me I’m some privileged princess naming every 

furry little thing that crosses her path! I snort audibly and check myself. 

Stellon didn’t seem to notice. 

I shift in my seat, suddenly uncomfortable. Repositioning doesn’t 

help. Then, my shoulders start to twitch and I realize what’s going on—

someone is following us. I sit up straighter and the feeling in my shoulders 

tightens. Who could it be? Papi? I cock my head slightly to the right, but I 

can’t hear anyone behind us. The road is wide and gravel, so any pursuit 

should be obvious, unless our follower is still a ways away.  

I decide not to mention anything to Stellon just yet. If it is Papi or 

one of Papi’s men, it would be better if I dealt with him myself. Besides, 



it’s possible that whoever is behind us could be another traveler. Though I 

very much doubt another traveler would make my shoulders twitch the 

way they are now.  

“Stellon,” I say, and he looks over his shoulder, “Where will we stop 

for the night?” 

“I think we’ll make it to Dale by sundown,” he says, turning forward.  

I knew where we were stopping, but if the follower is within earshot, 

now he’ll know as well. I follow the route we’ll take in my mind: first, 

Dale, then within a day we’ll make it to Adamantolis, the Royal City. That 

may take a day or two to get through, depending on how crowded the 

King’s Way is. Then, onward to Chelton, the last stop before Defuego 

Keep. The anticipation of buying a Sandstallion and riding off through the 

desert makes my heart thrum, and again I have to stop myself from 

smiling.  

I’ll need to come up with a way to get through the Southern 

Checkpoint between now and then, which is one aspect of my journey I 

wish I’d had more time to prepare for. Never mind—I’m sure I’ll think of 

something. Besides, if the diplomatic route fails I’ll just sneak through. I 

honestly doubt they’re trying very hard to keep Terrans out of Jerta! More 

than likely it will be getting back into Delaterra that will prove to be the 

most difficult aspect of the whole journey. If, I remember, I decide to come 

back at all.  

My shoulders twitch again, and I whip my head around to look 

behind us before I can stop myself. This time, Stellon notices. 

 

  



11: Flora 

 

 
It’s a relief to be out in the country again, away from the smelly city. 

The country reminds me of the keep, which fills me with both joy and 

sadness. From my window all I could see were the rolling meadows we’re 

now traveling through.  

“What are you doing?” Stellon asks Dagger. I look and see her just 

turning her head to face forward. 

“I think someone is following us,” she says as quietly as she can, 

“But I haven’t seen anyone yet. I just got a feeling.” 

“How can you base anything off that?” Stellon asks. 

“My ‘feelings’ are almost always right,” she replies, “I just have a 

sense for these things. I suppose you could call it ‘instinct’. Just trust me, 

we’re being followed.” 

“But who would be following us? And why?”  

“You tell me!” Dagger says, “Why did you tell my father your last 

name is ‘Brown’?” She cocks her head and raises her brows. She does 

have a point. 

Stellon doesn’t reply right away. When he does, it’s not what I expect 

to hear. 

“I’ve been dismissed from the Royal Swords, and stripped of my 

title,” he says quietly. I nearly stop moving and only remember, just in 

time, that I’m not supposed to understand what he’s saying. I disguise my 

pause with a toss of my head. Dagger still gives me a brief, searching look 

before attacking Stellon with questions.  

“What?” she exclaims, “Why were you dismissed? What did you do? 

Were you afraid to tell Papi your name because he used to be a zerkar? He 

wouldn’t have cared, you know. He doesn’t do that stuff anymore, except 

for the ceremonies at the palace.”  

Stellon pauses again before replying. He keeps shifting positions 

slightly on my back, leading me to believe he’d rather not talk about it, or 

that he might be hiding something. I wonder if he was with the soldiers 

who were ordered to murder the women and children up north? That could 

be why he was wandering around up there. I stiffen, realizing he might 

have murdered some of the women and children. But he seems far too kind 

and good-natured to go along with something like that! I decide then and 

there that if he is responsible for some of the murders, I’ll make a run for 

it, even with the risk of Dagger injuring me. 

“I disobeyed orders,” he finally ends up saying, “I don’t think I can 

tell you more than that. The king ordered us to do something that I felt was 



unforgivable, so I refused to do it. Honestly, I’m lucky he didn’t put me to 

death...I suppose he felt it would be much worse to strip me of my title and 

honor. And really, living with the memories of what they did is far worse 

than death.” He drifts off into silence and amazingly Dagger leaves him 

alone. Perhaps she’s not as heartless as I thought if she can sense Stellon’s 

distress, despite his cheerful demeanor.  

Disobeyed orders? Maybe he refused to kill the women and children 

and that is why he was dismissed! That could also explain the gash on his 

cheek: one of his fellow soldiers could’ve done it out of spite.   

“Maybe the person following us has been ordered to finish you off,” 

Dagger says, startling Stellon out of his reverie. 

“Hmph,” Stellon grunts, “Wouldn’t surprise me.” 

“Don’t worry!” Dagger exclaims cheerily, “I won’t let them kill 

you.” 

“You know, I really hope you’re not overstating your abilities,” 

Stellon says, “Because as of now I’m going to depend on you to defend 

me. I really couldn’t care less if someone tries to finish me off, so if you 

want a live escort to my brother, you’re going to have to work for it!” 

And with that, Stellon nudges me into a gallop. I happily oblige as 

we leave Dagger behind in our dust. 

 

*** 

 

We make it to the village of Dale just as the sun sets. It’s small and 

only has one inn, the Bluebell Inn, where we stay the night. Stellon and 

Dagger settle me and the pony in the barn before heading into the inn. By 

then it’s dark. There’s only one other horse in the stable, an old brown 

thing with a shaggy mane in its eyes. It’s quiet in the stable and I easily 

drift off to sleep. 

 

*** 

 

A few hours later, I’m jolted awake, just as someone puts a rope 

around my neck! I whinny as loud as I can before the same someone ties a 

rope tightly around my mouth. I try to struggle and make as much noise as 

possible, but whoever is attacking me has clearly done it before and has 

the routine down. 

The person leads me out of the stable and mounts me, bareback. I try 

to buck him off but instead I feel something sharp stab me in the rear so I 

instinctively take off running. 

No! I’m thinking, I can’t run away, Dagger will kill me! Out of the 

corner of my eye I see Dagger jump out the upstairs window of the inn, 



something shiny in her hand, and I know in my heart she’ll keep her 

promise. Just as I try to stop running in order to save myself, I feel another 

sharp stab in my back. I scream through the rope but it doesn’t do much 

good, I can’t stop myself from running again.  

As I’m about to run out of the town, the person on my back cries out 

and falls off me. I immediately stop running and see that he has a knife in 

his back. He gasps a few times, gurgles, and dies. I stare at him, breathing 

hard through my nose, while Stellon and Dagger run over to me. 

Stellon gently grabs the rope around my neck and pulls my face 

closer to his. He says soothing things as he unties the rope around my 

mouth, which was quite tight, and gently caresses where it was biting into 

my skin. 

“Check her back, Dagger,” Stellon says quietly, still patting my nose 

and crooning soothing nonsense.  

I hear a gasp from Dagger before she says, “The bastard stabbed her! 

Probably knew she wouldn’t leave without some persuasion. We have to 

get her looked at if you want her to heal properly. I don’t think the wounds 

are deep, but you never know.” 

I whip my head around to try and see what she’s talking about. Large 

streaks of blood paint my back right leg and I feel dizzy and silly, 

wondering if it will stain my coat.  

“Huh,” Dagger says, looking at the man who had tried to steal me, “I 

recognize this man. He was at the horse trader’s yesterday! What would he 

want with Ash?” Dagger bites her lip, thinking hard.  

“I don’t know why he’d want her, though on the road to Westport 

Hilsch said something about Ash being a top-quality horse. I hate to say it, 

but he was the one who recommended we go to that horse trader. Maybe 

there’s some kind of scheme they do, selling cheap horses and then 

following them to steal them back. Except he realized Ash here is worth 

far more money than your sorry excuse for a pony,” Stellon says, “So he 

decided to steal her instead.”  

“That makes sense,” Dagger nods in agreement, “But we can’t be 

sure this Hilsch fellow set us up. He seems too cheery to be involved in 

such a scheme. I mean, I didn’t deal with this fellow—” she points to the 

dead man “—at all, he just slunk around in the background. Maybe he has, 

er...had, his own side business set up, stealing the horses his boss sells and 

then re-selling them.”  

Stellon contemplates this while we make our way back to the stable. 

His hand is resting on my neck and there’s strange gleam in his eye—it 

looks a little like fear. There are quite a few people milling about back at 

the inn, despite the very early hour. I doubt this much excitement has 



happened in the little town of Dale in quite some time. A hastily-dressed 

man walks towards us, a scowl on his face.  

“What’s the meaning of this?” he charges Stellon, jowls jiggling, 

“What’s all this commotion? Who’s responsible for killing that man?” He 

points at the horse trader, who is being carried away on a sling by a couple 

of sleepy townsfolk. 

“He was trying to steal—” Dagger starts saying irately, but Stellon 

interrupts her, giving her a quick, warning glance. 

“Sir,” Stellon says much more calmly, “That man was attempting to 

steal my horse. As you can see by her wounds and markings, she wasn’t 

going with him willingly. My companion, Lady Dagriella Musselupke, 

happens to have some skill with a blade and stopped the man, 

unfortunately killing him in the process. Of course we are willing to pay 

any fines or repercussions in accordance with the local law.”  

Thankfully, the man seems somewhat placated by Stellon’s words. 

The maids had a word for the kind of man Stellon is: honey-tongue. I 

watch, amazed. Part of me is also wary of Stellon’s skill with words. Is he 

completely trustworthy if he can influence others this way? 

“Ah, well,” the well-dressed man begins, noticeably calmer, “As the 

mayor of this town, I’m the one you should see about any fines. We’ll 

have to have an inquisition, you know, since this alleged theft resulted in 

the death of a man. I presume you won’t object.” 

“But we have to get—” Dagger tries again, her hands splayed in front 

of her. 

“Not at all!” Stellon interrupts, giving Dagger another pointed look, 

“Shall we discuss it later today? There’s no risk of us making a run for it, 

not in the condition my horse is in. I need to get her looked at now. Is there 

someone…?” Stellon looks questioningly at the mayor. 

“Ah, yes, I’ll send over a man called Burrows,” the mayor says, “He 

can look at your horse. As for the inquisition, we’ll discuss it later today. 

There’s a procedure, you know. It all takes time; there’s no rushing these 

things, not if we want proper justice.” 

“I see,” Stellon says, “Thank you, sir.” Stellon gives a little bow. 

Stripped title or not, I can’t believe Stellon is bowing to this man!  

The mayor walks off, leaving Stellon, Dagger, and me in the 

courtyard. Now that the excitement has worn off, people are going back to 

bed. A few of them are quite excited about the impending investigation.  

“Stellon!” Dagger hisses, “What do you think you’re doing? I told 

you the matter involving your brother is a life or death situation, and here 

you are making small-talk with the mayor and saying we’re perfectly fine 

with waiting around for some stupid questioning to take place. We don’t 

have time for this!”  



“I know,” he says, conversationally, “Don’t worry about it. If this 

‘inquisition’ seems like it’ll take longer than a day, we’ll make a run for 

it.” He gives Dagger a small smile. 

“But you said we weren’t going to make a run for it!” Dagger looks 

confused. 

“I know what I said,” Stellon says softly, “But as you said, if it’s a 

matter of life-or-death then we’ll have no choice but to become outlaws. 

Well, I’m more or less an outlaw anyway, and you said Jertans care 

nothing for virtue—” 

“That’s not what I said!” Dagger interrupts, “Besides, being an 

outlaw is usually an admirable trait for Jertans.” She grins. Stellon’s small 

smile vanishes. He looks as if he’s going to question what she means when 

a huge man walks up to him. 

“This the horse, then?” he grumbles, pointing at me. He doesn’t look 

happy to have been woken up before dawn. 

“Er, yes,” Stellon says, eyeing the copious amount of blood I’m 

covered in, as if the horse needing medical attention couldn’t be any other 

but me, “She was stabbed twice in the hindquarters. We don’t think the 

wounds are deep, but would appreciate your opinion and assistance.” 

Burrows grumbles something of an assent and puts down the bag he 

was carrying.  

“Need light,” he says. He looks pointedly at Stellon, who nods and 

goes to find some more lanterns. Dagger stares at Burrows suspiciously, 

but he’s not doing much other than yawning while waiting for Stellon to 

return. A few minutes later, Stellon brings two more lanterns and hands 

one to Dagger. 

“You there, feller, shine your light here,” Burrows says, pointing at 

my back. I feel him touching the one of the wounds and whinny in pain. 

“It might work better for you if I can soothe my horse while you 

work and the girl can hold the light for you,” Stellon says. 

“Too short,” Burrows grumbles, “She can soothe the horse for you, if 

you think it’s necessary. Girl, set the lamp there—” he nods towards his 

bag. Dagger sets her lantern down and comes around towards my face.  

“There, there,” she says, slightly annoyed, “It’s alright, Ash. Stellon, 

what do you normally say to keep her calm? I don’t think I’m much good 

at this.” 

“It’s not what you say, but how you say it,” Stellon says, “The words 

don’t matter so long as they’re said in a calm, warm tone.” He sounds a 

little distracted and when I turn, I see him staring at the wounds.  

“Alright,” Dagger says, unconvinced. She starts saying something 

that I don’t understand. Perhaps it’s the Jertan tongue? She stares into my 

eyes, saying whatever she’s saying in a deep, quiet monotone. It is 



soothing. Her jewel catches random snatches of light from the lanterns and 

sparkles. It distracts me and I lose focus, suddenly realizing that whatever 

Burrows is doing to my back hurts. I can’t help twitching a bit. 

“Dagger—” Stellon warns. She clucks her tongue and draws my face 

back towards hers, continuing with whatever she’s saying. 

This time I stare into her green eyes and soon get lost in them. 

Something peculiar happens and I feel like someone is trying to climb into 

my head through my ear, tickling the space behind my eyes. But just as I 

try to pinpoint what exactly the strange feeling is, it’s lost. Dagger breaks 

our eye contact and rubs her forehead, letting out a groan. The peculiar 

feeling vanishes. 

“Done,” says Burrows, “She’ll be fine in a few days if you don’t let 

her run. Walking’s fine. Wounds weren’t deep.” He packs up his bag and 

walks off, leaving us alone with the rooster calling for dawn.  

“That’s enough excitement for one day,” says Stellon, “Maybe we 

should just stay up and make sure nothing else happens.” 

“You can,” Dagger mumbles, “I’m going back to bed. Got a bad 

headache.” Still rubbing her temples, she walks back to the inn. 

“Looks like it’s just you and me, girl,” says Stellon, leading me back 

to the stables. Walking doesn’t hurt at all, for which I am thankful, though 

dried blood crusts my coat and makes it hard to bend my back leg. 

“First thing, we need to get you cleaned up! You look like one of the 

war horses.” Stellon shakes his head, probably remembering something 

he’d rather not. I know the feeling well. 

A sleepy stable hand appears, looks at me with wide eyes, and leaves. 

He comes back a few minutes later with a big bucket of water and some 

cloths. 

“Would ya like help washin’ her, sir?” he asks Stellon, “I can help 

get her all cleaned up, if ya like!” 

“Sure,” Stellon replies, “We have our work cut out for us, don’t you 

think?” He gives the boy a smile, which he returns.  

“Yes, sir!” the boy replies. 

 

  



12: Knives 

 

 
It was difficult to let Freya and the prince rest when all I want to do is 

head to the Luna Temple so we can move on with the mission, but they 

really did need it. Freya looks rested for the first time since I met her, 

which is well worth the delay. After going through the trunk to look for 

useful items, we straighten our clothes and head out for the short walk to 

the Luna Temple.  

We do not wear our matching blue cloaks anymore since there is no 

reason to pretend to be a couple from Numar, though we keep our false 

names, which wouldn’t be uncommon here. Freya reminds me to switch 

my wedded band to my right hand, as is the custom in Delaterra.  

The Luna Temple is just down the street, opposite The Gold Fish. 

Our inn is one of the nicer inns in Westport, consequently the area 

surrounding it is generally safer than the rest of the city. Innkeepers and 

merchants can afford guards to keep out the less desirable folks, which are 

then bustled along towards The Brown Gate or Sandy Bottom. The few 

peddlers that line the streets sell perfume and silks instead of the fish and 

bread found closer to the docks.  

It goes against my nature to be so exposed in broad daylight, strolling 

out in the open with the future King of Numar and Delaterra, with only my 

hidden blades for protection. We’re not in any danger, though. Both my 

eyes and instincts detect nothing worrisome.  

Before long we arrive at the Luna Temple, which is full of people 

this time of day. All Luna Temples are constructed in a similar way, so we 

head for the side door that goes unnoticed by most. I knock on the door in 

a specific pattern and, after a few minutes, a Sister opens it and ushers us 

quickly inside. 

“Sister Wolfe,” I say in greeting, “Good to see you again.” 

“And you, Knight,” she replies. Her eyes grow wide as she takes in 

Freya and the prince. She raises a questioning brow and I nod, resulting in 

a gasp from her and a prayer of thanks to Luna. There are a few other 

Sisters milling about, carrying food or linens to help the hungry and sick. 

Sister Wolfe takes us to the cloister behind the temple, where pilgrims are 

not allowed. Each Sister we pass stops and offers a quick prayer of thanks 

before hurrying on her way. 

“Joy, is it true?” a young Sister asks of Sister Wolfe, her arms full of 

linen strips. Sister Wolfe gives her a stern look for using her given name 

before nodding in the affirmative. The young Sister’s smile lights up her 

face and she nearly skips away to her patient. 



Unlike the Luna Temple in Porthaven, where we had to worry about 

infiltration, I know and trust each of the Sisters here in Westport. Young 

and old, they are all dedicated to the mission bestowed upon them by Luna 

herself fifty years ago. Sister Wolfe takes us to a large apartment dedicated 

for the Sister Prime. 

“You arrived much sooner than expected, but I know Sister Prime 

will want you to stay here. We’ll finalize preparations this afternoon to 

make your stay most comfortable,” Sister Wolfe tells us, a question 

forming in her eyes, “I know it’s not my place to ask, but is he truly the 

prince? He’s so young!” 

Freya balks at Rik’s identity being spoken of so openly, but I 

reassure her. 

“We are in one of the safest place in all of Delaterra,” I say to Freya, 

“All Sisters here are as dedicated as I am to ensuring the prince lives to sit 

upon his rightful throne. As for your question, Sister Wolfe, yes, this is 

Prince Teodorik. I’ll offer a full explanation of events in my report 

tonight.” 

“Alright, Knight,” she says, heading for the door, “Please let me or 

any of the other Sisters know if there is anything you require. We’ll do our 

best to make you and the prince most comfortable. You as well…” 

“Uh, Hilda,” Freya says, then after a look of encouragement from 

me, “Freya. My name is Freya Mueller.” 

“Welcome, Freya,” Sister Wolfe says, “Welcome, Prince. Knight 

Brov will guard the door, and Knights Stephen and Alfonz are patrolling 

the wall.” With that, Sister Wolfe leaves us in the sparse but comfortable 

accommodations belonging to the most important woman of all the Sisters.  

Freya sets about to feeding the prince while I check the room. I’ve 

been in here numerous times, but I want to reacquaint myself with all 

exits, including the hidden one in the fireplace. Freya finishes feeding Rik 

and sets him in the comfortable bed the Sisters made up for him. Once the 

prince is tucked in, she sits on Sister Prime’s bed and holds her middle, but 

it’s not enough to muffle the loud growl from her stomach. She looks up, 

embarrassed, before stating the obvious. 

“I’m very hungry,” she says, “I know we had that big breakfast, but I 

think the prince is growing. The more milk he drinks, the hungrier I get.” 

“That’s good, isn’t it?” I say, getting up to open the door. “We want 

him to grow strong. I’ll get us some food.”  

I intended to search for a meal myself, but Brov stops me from 

leaving. 

“You stay here and guard the little one,” he says, the small smile on 

his lips deeply at odds with his hard eyes and lined brow, “I’ll send for 

some food.” 



Brov is one of the older Knights, his years in service of the king 

giving him the strength and skills he uses now to protect the Sisters. He 

was deemed too old and weak to protect the king and was dismissed five 

years ago. Such is the case with many of the Knights, earning them the 

reputation of delusional has-beens who can’t let go of the title of “Knight”, 

even though the transition from King’s Knight to Luna Knight is 

laughable. This reputation serves us well and effectively covers the true 

purpose of the Knights. Since most of us are considered too weak to be 

threats, the king ignores us, which makes us the perfect training ground for 

the rebellion we’re sworn to.  

Stephen is another older Knight, retired long ago from the King’s 

Knights due to an injury, while Alfonz and I trained together under the 

Master of Shadows. Publicly, young Luna Knights, such as Alfonz and I, 

tried and failed to get into the King’s Knights. This means we not only 

lack the skills needed to protect anyone worthwhile, but that we are 

content with spending a lifetime protecting women, of all people! Most of 

the public looks at us young knights with sadness and contempt, for who 

would want to waste his life protecting the Luna Sisters? Don’t we have 

any balls? The second question is, in fact, the most common one hurled at 

us from the streets when we patrol the wall.  

Alfonz and I were actually recruited at a young age and trained as 

knights and assassins. Not only do we possess the strength and skills that 

match any of the King’s Knights, including the more exclusive Royal 

Swords, but each and every one of us knows dozens of ways to kill. It is 

said that each Shadow-trained Luna Knight could kill all the Royal Swords 

individually, and no two would die the same death.  

A quiet knock on the door announces Sister Trudy, who brings in a 

tray laden down with tea and lunch. She seems surprised by Freya, but 

says nothing as she sets the tray on the table and leaves us.  

“Help yourself,” I say to Freya, who immediately begins putting a 

plate together. I still do not have much of an appetite, though I do pour 

myself some tea when Freya is finished. It’s difficult for me to stay in 

Sister Prime’s room all day, but there is nothing for me to do except guard 

the prince. We can’t meet with Sister Prime and the rest of the Luna 

Sisters until the temple is closed for the night. It would arouse too much 

suspicion if Sister Prime was missing during the day, for she oversees all 

the pilgrims and prescribes treatments for the ill.  

So, to pass the time, I sit at the desk and write out the report I will 

give tonight. Leaving out no detail, including the death of King’s Eye 

Darby Whitall, I describe the events leading up to the rescue of Prince 

Teodorik and the events after, which did not adhere to the original plan. 



Sister Prime does not like partial reports, so I spend the rest of my day 

writing.  

 

*** 

 

Near midnight, Freya, the prince, and I head beneath the Temple to a 

large chamber. Apart from Watcher and two Luna Knights patrolling the 

perimeter, all the Luna Sisters and Knights are gathered. The young stand 

while the old sit on the stone benches carved into the walls of the chamber. 

The room is warm from the dozens of candles and dozens of bodies.  

Sister Prime stands with us at the front of the room. She takes the 

prince from Freya’s arms and holds him for all to see. Freya holds her 

hands at her sides, fists balled, to prevent herself from snatching Rik back. 

“Sisters, Knights, tonight we have hope, for the first time in 

decades!” a murmur of surprise spreads through the crowd before Sister 

Prime continues, “I hold in my arms Prince Teodorik, the rightful heir to 

both the Delaterran and Numarian thrones. He is the true, untainted blood 

of King Cynebald. Through our efforts and those of our fellow 

Delaterrans, we will replace the False King Marcus and bring a new era of 

hope to Delaterra. 

“Now,” she says, turning to me, “Knight Kevyn will give his report 

before we decide our next course of action. Let’s all give thanks to Luna 

for his successful return.” 

All Sisters and Knights in the room bow their heads, touch two 

fingers to their foreheads, lips, and then they point to Freya, the babe, and 

me before turning their gaze to the sky. Freya bows her head during the 

blessing. 

I bring out the papers I’d been working on all afternoon and sip some 

wine before speaking. 

“Sisters, fellow Knights,” I begin, “Three weeks ago, I arrived in 

Porthaven and rendezvoused with the Luna Sisters there. Sister Gray 

relayed the final instructions and all her intelligence, which was 

surprisingly misinformed for being so close to the source. We have to 

assume this was due to the iron-clad secrecy of the Royal Household and 

not any kind of ill-intent of the northern Sisters loyal to our cause.  

“Apparently, there were twin boys born to Queen Odelia and King 

Ragnar two years ago, though Knute was stillborn and Konrad was 

malformed, living approximately half a year. The entire household kept the 

stillbirth and malformed prince very secret, only letting the public know 

that there was a prince. The queen became pregnant again before the death 

of Prince Knute, so it was decided that the pregnancy would progress in 

secret. All were hopeful that a healthy son would be born to replace the 



malformed prince. Freya and I suspect that such secrecy was infringed 

upon the Royal Household to help keep faith with the people of Numar, 

especially since the loss of the Princesses three years before to Green Leaf 

Fever.  

“Indeed, Queen Odelia gave birth to Teodorik about two months ago. 

When he was just a few weeks old, another plague of Green Leaf Fever 

swept through Porthaven, claiming the queen herself and greatly 

weakening King Ragnar. In fact, the king is not expected to live much 

longer. Both the sickness and grief have weakened him greatly. I believe 

that any remorse we feel for taking Teodorik from his rightful father, the 

king, is overshadowed by the fact that with us, Teodorik will live. Had we 

not intervened, Marcus would surely have eliminated him. 

“Some of you are wondering how Freya fits into our plans. Freya 

Mueller was a washerwoman in the Palace Numar before the most recent 

plague of Green Leaf Fever. Her husband, Lorens, helped maintain the 

weapons in the garrison and together they had a daughter, Milla. Lorens 

and Milla died along with the queen and hundreds more, including the 

prince’s wetnurse. Freya was placed with the prince by the Palace 

Serventmistress, given no time to grieve the loss of her family. Almost 

immediately she started receiving cryptic warnings from one of the guards, 

who I believe was a Farmer who placed himself amongst King Ragnar’s 

household. Not knowing what else to do, she prayed to the Luna Sisters for 

our aid. We owe the prince’s life to Freya and the guard, whose body we 

saw hanging in Porthaven Square.” I glance at Freya and see that her head 

is bowed.  

“Our original plan, as some of you know, involved an older child 

traveling with me inland, cross-country and on backroads, avoiding the 

Northern Checkpoint and sneaking back into Delaterra. Since the prince is 

only a couple months old, we had to initiate the secondary plan and take a 

ship from Porthaven to Delaterra. We traveled as Rickard and Hilda 

Brune, ensuring Teodorik was called ‘Rik’. There are a few interesting 

things to note about the decision to travel by sea. First, there were far 

fewer guards patrolling the city after a royal kidnapping than I thought 

there would be. Second, there was an Eye aboard our ship, The Nest of 

Vipers. Whether he was there by coincidence or otherwise, I had to 

eliminate him after we drew his suspicion. The name he gave us was 

Darby Whitall. Let it be known that his passing was necessary to our 

cause.” There is a murmur of halfhearted prayer, most in the higher tones 

of the Sisters, at the passing of one of our sworn enemies. Freya gives me 

a strange look, perhaps disappointment, but I do not have time to ponder it. 

“As far as I’m aware, the three of us arrived in Westport without the 

knowledge of King Marcus or any of his followers. In my opinion, it 



would be safest to move on to the protection of the Master of Shadows, but 

I await the instructions of Sister Prime, the voice of our cause.” 

Sister Prime nods, pleased with my report, and I sit down next to 

Freya on a stone bench. Freya now holds Rik, who sleeps in her arms. I 

take another sip of wine to wet my parched throat. Sister Prime stands to 

address us—her white robes a beacon of hope in the sea of gray. 

“Sisters, Knights,” she begins, “Knight Kevyn, known to his brother 

knights as ‘Knives’, has given his report. The decisions we make tonight 

will affect the future of Delaterra, certainly, and possibly the future of our 

world as we know it. From our sister nations Numar and Jerta and across 

the sea to Aurumesia, our decisions about what to do next will shape the 

world of our children. Now, Sisters and Knights, I give you leave to speak 

freely. We have in our care Prince Teodorik. How best can we protect him 

and ready him to be the king he is destined to become?” 

Silence permeates for a few minutes and I begin to think that while 

we just achieved our greatest success in obtaining the prince, our cause 

will now fail if we can’t decide our next course of action. Thankfully, one 

of the knights breaks the silence. 

“I think we should state what’s good and bad first about keepin’ him 

here, then the good and bad about sendin’ him off ta the Master o’ 

Shadows,” says Knight Groff, one of the few ex-Royal Swords we adopted 

to our cause, “An’ I apologize for my lack o’ input on the matter. I can 

only offer the opinion o’ a knight. I ent’ no strategist.” 

“If we keep him here, we can ensure he’ll grow up among the most 

loving and devoted caregivers in the Kingdom,” says Sister Ameli, “The 

Master of Shadows, no doubt an excellent teacher when it comes to 

sneaking and slashing, may not know best how to raise a young child. 

Maybe we should keep him in our care until he’s older, and then give him 

to the Master of Shadows.” 

“The problem with that, and I say this with the utmost respect to the 

Knights stationed here, which includes myself,” says Knight Alfonz, “is 

that we cannot protect him like the Master of Shadows can. He can 

disappear in ways only he knows. Surely the priority here is the prince’s 

life, not his comfort. I say we send him to the Master of Shadows 

immediately.” 

“What if that kind of hard life turns the prince into another King 

Marcus?” insists Fronda, one of the older Sisters, “He needs to learn his 

legacy surrounded by love, otherwise he will resent our mission.” 

“It’s impossible for him to be as evil as Marcus!” exclaims Alfonz, 

“That false king is inhabited by a Nameless One. There is no escaping that 

kind of darkness. Prince Teodorik is pure of heart, the true heir of King 



Cynebald. Being in the care of the Master of Shadows could not possibly 

turn him into a man such as Marcus.” 

“I see we are further divided upon this issue than I had thought 

possible,” Sister Prime interjects, “Perhaps Freya should offer us her 

opinion, since she has been with the prince longest and knows the 

household he comes from.” Sister Prime looks at Freya expectantly. Freya 

looks to me, so I nod in encouragement and take the prince from her. She 

stands and clears her throat a few times, clearly nervous to be speaking in 

front of such a large group. 

“I can’t pretend to know the prince like my own child, for he is not, 

nor can I say what kind of man he’ll grow to be. The Royal Household in 

Numar was strict, rigid, and…well, I suppose you could say cold. But 

despite that, or maybe because it exemplified those characteristics honored 

by Numarians, the Royal Household was deeply respected by the people. 

That was part of the reason the twins were kept secret, to protect the 

people from the shame of such a prince as Knute.” She sips some wine, 

and clears her throat again before continuing 

“I now understand what you’re trying to do with him, with Rik. I’m 

just glad he’s safe. If you want my opinion, and it seems that you do, if he 

were my own child I would want both for him, love and protection. King 

Ragnar is still alive as far as we know. It’s terrible that he should die 

without his son. But, if what you say is true, then perhaps King Ragnar 

will forgive us in the afterlife because we helped save his son’s life. 

“What if,” Freya says, wetting her lips, “I went with him to the 

Master of Shadows? I have no babe of my own to care for, or husband to 

answer to. I left the only home I’ve ever known to help save Rik’s life. 

Will you really take him away from me now?” Freya sits down again, 

taking Rik from me and holding him close.  

“I don’t think we would separate you,” Sister Prime tells Freya with 

kindness, “After all, you are the only one who can feed him and you’re 

already involved in our little scheme.” She turns to the rest of the group 

and says, “Freya brings us an excellent solution. After hearing your 

thoughts, I have decided that Prince Teodorik will reside with the Master 

of Shadows, but Freya shall remain with him to give him the love he needs 

and deserves, a mother’s love. Knight Kevyn, you and Knight Groff will 

escort the prince to the Master of Shadows. His current location is the 

Crossroads of Penton. Rest well, for you will depart in one week.”  

 

*** 

 

“I’ll be gone all day,” I say to Freya a few days later, before dawn, 

“and I won’t be back until dark. Do not worry, Groff is outside the room. 



If there’s anything you need, anything at all, don’t hesitate to ask him. He 

is old and cranky, to be sure, but there’s nothing he won’t do for the 

prince, or you, I imagine.” 

“Will you be safe?” she asks, concerned for my safety for the first 

time since meeting me, “You will come back, won’t you?” 

I can only imagine her fear at being left alone with strangers. Even 

though I barely qualify, I realize then that I’m her only friend in this 

country. Of course she’s keen for my safe return. 

“I’m just visiting my father. My family’s keep is but a few hours’ 

hard ride north of Westport. I must gather any information I can from him 

before we leave, since it’s likely he’ll know things the Sisters don’t. We 

must learn everything we can before we make the journey across the 

country,” I try to sound reassuring, but for some reason she’s still biting 

her lip with worry. I say firmly, “I’ll be fine. I’ll be back before you know 

it. Just rest up as much as you can. If you thought the ship was hard, 

traveling by horse and cart will be much worse.” 

“I know, I only…it’s just, I trust you,” she whispers, “All these 

people here, all they care about is Rik’s future, not him. But never mind 

that. We’ll do as you say and rest. Travel safe.” 

Freya lies down and turns her back on me. I say nothing else as I 

open the door and leave. Groff nods to me and I slip down the hall, out the 

back to the stables, which house just a few horses. I saddle up my favorite, 

Stormrider, and take him to the streets. Westport is just waking up, so the 

streets are nearly empty. In my Luna Knight uniform, it doesn’t seem odd 

for me to ride fast, since Luna Knights often bear news of the dead, news 

which must travel quickly. The streaming black ribbon tied to my left arm 

should get people out of the way quickly enough. 

It feels good to be on a horse again, riding in the predawn haze. 

There’s a freshness about each morning that I cherish; a new day, 

completely unmarred by death or poor choices, lies before me. Though we 

are trained to kill, Luna Knights are also taught to preserve life when 

possible. For some reason, Darby Whitall comes to my mind. He’s not the 

first I’ve killed, not by far, nor will he be the last. Again, I question if his 

death was necessary. Again, I affirm that it was. What then, I wonder, 

haunts me about his death? The early morning air clears my mind in a way 

that has eluded me the past few days and I realize it’s not his death that 

bothers me, but how I disposed of his body.  

Perhaps it wasn’t necessary to dismember him, but I had to dispose 

of him somehow and there are few options on a ship. Besides, if I had 

thrown him over the side whole, he would’ve been much easier to identify. 

The regret I feel towards what I did troubles me. The other young Luna 



Knights and I have trained for years to put our personal feelings aside 

because what we do is not personal. It’s for the good of Delaterra.  

I relive the dismemberment involuntarily, recalling how peaceful I 

had been, severing limb from limb and placing every bit in a small barrel. 

Draining the body first greatly reduced the mess. So, I was able to carry 

his remains to the side with no detection, and with no ceremony 

whatsoever, dump him over. The blood would’ve attracted sharks.  

My hands clench Stormrider’s reins. Freya’s look of disapproval last 

night annoys me. Did she expect me to confide in her about every single 

danger? Or worse, was she upset that I killed someone, even though he 

was a threat? Darby Whitall likely caused hundreds of good men to die 

horrible deaths, all because he deemed them “suspicious”. He deserved to 

die the way he did. If Freya knew what I’m capable of, she wouldn’t have 

looked at me that way. Or, I concede, perhaps it had absolutely nothing to 

do with me or what I did. The fact that I’m dwelling so much on a single 

look also annoys me. Belatedly, I realize I am being completely irrational. 

There are a series of questions we were taught to ask ourselves when 

we recognize unstable feelings, in moments like this. The first question: 

Am I low on sleep? Yes, I am. That could be the reason I’m letting Freya 

aggravate me to such a degree. The second question: How much bracer 

have I consumed recently? Too much. In fact, I’ve been relying on the 

stimulant far longer than is safe. Excessive consumption of bracer not only 

causes unstable feelings, but it can cause blackouts and even death. Each 

of the students under the Master of Shadows is given a limited supply of 

bracer to help us avoid overconsumption, but there are other ways to get 

hold of it. Most of us likely rely too much on it, even with all the warnings 

from the Master. But in our line of work, where sleep is a luxury, it’s 

necessary to be alert.  

Once I recognize that my feelings of annoyance are likely due to 

those two factors, it’s easy to dismiss them. I concentrate instead on the 

new mission—taking the prince all the way across Delaterra to the 

Crossroads of Penton. The journey will be slow and fraught with danger. 

Yet, the safety the Master of Shadows can offer will be well worth it. 

 

*** 

 

I arrive home mid-morning. The keep hasn’t changed much in the 

few months I’ve been gone, except some of the shrubs along the drive are 

trying to bloom. Fredi greets me, surprised by my unanticipated arrival, 

and takes Stormrider to the stables for a rest. He gives me the usual 

pleasantries, but I can tell there is something wrong. When I press him for 

details, he says to ask the Master. 



I find Father in his study, poring over a map of Delaterra and 

muttering to himself in Jertan. He’s so engrossed that he doesn’t hear me 

approach, which is not like him at all. 

“Father,” I say, causing him to start, “What’s wrong?” 

“Oh, Kevyn! I am glad you are here,” he stands and embraces me 

quickly. “Dagriella is gone.” 

“Gone? What do you mean, gone? Kidnapped? Run away? When?” I 

try to contain the panic that grips my heart. This is not the kind of news I 

expected to come home to. 

“A few days ago we had a visitor. He went by Stellon Brown, a 

Farmer’s name. He was really Stellon Defuego, brother to Clive Defuego. 

You know, the man who has the Sandstallions!” 

“I know of him, Father. What happened?” 

“We fed him dinner and he told me of the Farmer’s efforts.” This is 

valuable information, but it will have to wait. “Then, the next morning he 

leaves and Dagriella goes with him!” 

“None of our horses are missing; did this Stellon fellow have a horse 

of his own?” 

“Yes, a white mare with a strange gleam to her eye. There was 

something stanza about her. I cannot go after her; the king would know 

within a day if I leave here. You must find her. The longer she is away, the 

more they will suspect!”  

I am well aware of the repercussions of Ariella’s decision. Such rash 

behavior is completely like her! I curse out loud, both at Dagriella and the 

horrible ill-timing of her selfish actions. She should’ve just stayed here, 

where it’s safe.  

“I need some time to think, Father. In the meantime, do me a favor 

and write down everything Defuego told you about the Farmers. I don’t 

have much time here.” 

“Yes, son,” he says, rolling up the map, “One more thing—the map 

of Jerta is missing.” 

The last piece of information is somewhat helpful. She could’ve 

taken the map because that’s where she’s going, or she could’ve taken it to 

confuse pursuit. Dagger is smart; Father and I have trained her well. But 

she is also stubborn, impetuous, and dangerously overconfident.  

Father scratches away on the notes, but there’s something I have to 

ask him, “What do you think her motive was?” 

“Who can say? That girl has a mind of her own. She has been having 

more headaches lately…and last week at breakfast she asked if we could 

go to Jerta. She is traveling to Jerta, do you think?” 



“It’s quite possible. She can’t honestly think there’s a remedy for her 

headaches there, do you?” If there isn’t a cure for her headaches here in 

Delaterra, it’s not likely she’ll find one in Jerta. 

Father gets a serious look in his eye and I can tell what he is about to 

say to me is something he’s not spoken of before. “In my tribe,” he says, 

“There was a prophecy that a seer would be born and she would be the key 

to ending a reign of evil. This prophecy…it is decades old, perhaps older. I 

have not heard the prophecy since I was a young man, but, it cannot be 

possible, can it?” 

“What, Father? What are you trying to say? That Dagger is a seer?” I 

scoff. What nonsense! If she was having visions, surely she would’ve told 

me about them. 

“I just say it so you know,” Father says, looking down. “There was 

no seer in my tribe, but I heard about them at our Feasts, our gatherings. 

Headaches are one sign. But not everyone who gets headaches is a seer, I 

know. There is something else I want to tell you, from my own lips. Likely 

you have heard it elsewhere, but I think now is the time to bring it to light. 

I should have told Dagriella, but I thought she was too young to hear it. 

Maybe if she knew, she would not have run off. 

“Twenty-five years ago, the year before your birth, a prince from 

each Jertan tribe was invited to dine with King Marcus to solidify a treaty. 

This treaty would enable Jertans to sell wares freely throughout Delaterra 

and would also allow Delaterran merchants to dock at Jertan ports. Of 

course there were dozens of other agreements within the treaty, but they do 

not matter now. The important thing was that the treaty was viewed as the 

first step towards peace between our people. You are well aware of the 

injustices Delaterra and other nations have inflicted upon our people, yes? 

Jertans do not hold bad blood. We were ready to forgive the enslavement, 

forgive the cutting down of our most precious Tree. So myself and eleven 

other princes traveled to Adamantolis in great celebration.  

“Each of us was the best zerkar in our tribe, for that is how to 

become a prince. We had no bodyguards, for it is a shame to risk the life of 

another when we are the best fighters, so we just had some men to help 

care for the Sandstallions and a few translators to help those of us not as 

familiar with the Delaterran tongue. We are a prideful people, yes, but not 

so conceited as to bloat our retinue with bodies just to impress. In the end, 

we were glad for our small party, for it meant fewer deaths. 

“The southern princes met up with the northern princes in Jean, then 

we all journeyed to Adamantolis together. It took us a week, so of course 

we all became great friends in that time. We joked of bedding milky 

Delaterran ladies, eating the strange food, and buying gifts for our friends 

and families back home. Our spirits were high because all of us were 



convinced that we were helping to bring an era of peace to our people. Our 

welcome to Adamantolis further convinced us there was no animosity 

from the Delaterrans. The streets were decorated in bright ribbons and 

lined in fragrant blossoms, and the people cheered as we rode past. I am 

sure we looked like heathens on our tall Sandstallions, our black hair 

gleaming in the sunlight. We had not anticipated such a welcome! 

“That night, there was a great feast. King Marcus and Queen Lisabet 

were there, as were the Nine Families of Old. The first thing we noticed 

was that there were plenty of young ladies present, enough for each of us. 

They were dressed so beautifully, so different than the simple sandsilks of 

the tribe women. All of us were drunk from the strangeness of the 

experience. In fact, we later concluded that something had been added to 

our food and drink to dull our wits, so we would not realize what was 

unfolding until too late. After dinner, when all were merry, the king stood. 

A silence followed in anticipation. Now he was going to announce the 

peace between our nations! But that was not what followed. I remember 

his words clearly: 

“‘I hope you enjoyed your feast, Jertans, for it might be your last!’ 

“The king erupted in laughter as we all jumped to our feet, too slow. 

‘Ah, ah, ah!’ the king chastised, and we saw that each young lady had a 

man behind her, pressing a knife to her throat. The Nine Families were just 

as shocked as us and time stopped as we waited for the king to speak 

again. 

“‘You have two choices, friends,’ he sneered, ‘You can each marry a 

keepsdaughter here and remain in Delaterra, or you can see each of them 

slaughtered in front of their families before being tortured to death 

yourselves. The choice is entirely yours.’ A moment of profound silence 

followed, as you can imagine. 

“‘Allow us to counsel with each other, for a moment,’ said Qasim, 

one of my Jertan brothers, ‘We only require a few minutes.’ Out of all of 

us, he could speak the Delaterran tongue best. The king granted his 

request, so we gathered in a corner to speak. We spoke in Jertan. The 

whole time the knives at the necks of the young ladies gleamed in the 

candlelight and the eyes of their families pleaded with us, silent. It did not 

take us long to choose the route of less bloodshed. As I have said hundreds 

of times, Jertans are a patient people. We knew that someday, even if we 

had to wait our entire lives, our fellow countrymen would rally and free us, 

to right the terrible wrongs.  

“We announced our decision and were each married to a young lady 

that very night. There was no courtship, no choosing whatsoever. The king 

arbitrarily paired each of us with a new wife. None of the girls had dry 

eyes, nor did their parents. I cannot even imagine their terror. They had 



come to the dinner full of curiosity, eager to see a Jertan warrior, and 

suddenly were forced to marry one on pain of death. In an instant, their 

future lives were shattered. Your own mother would not even meet my 

eyes, she was so afraid of me.  

“We were not able to send word to our families, as all our 

companions were slaughtered. The Sandstallions were sold to the 

Defuegos…at least they were not slaughtered, too. Eventually, our families 

realized what happened. Some of the braver tribes sent groups to rescue us. 

I wish they had not, for each of them died. Your mother and I grew to love 

one another, against all odds. What the king did to her, did to all the 

families that day changed her, you see. It made her realize that she is not 

safe, that she has to be strong to protect herself and her children. She is in 

Adamantolis, fighting in her own way, just as you are. Meanwhile, I am 

stuck here, alone.  

“The reason I tell all this to you is so you know it, from me. You 

know what happened to me. Dagriella does not know any of what I told 

you today, or at least, I do not think she knows. The prophecy I spoke of, 

the one about the seer, tells of a young woman. She sees the path to rid our 

world of evil and we must follow her. What if, my son, Dagriella is that 

seer? What if Marcus is the evil we must expunge? Is it really so hard to 

believe? 

“Too long have I sat here, a prisoner in my own home. If I leave, I 

put the rest of my family in danger. Marcus was smart, you see. He studied 

our people well to find our weaknesses. But we do have a few secrets. If 

Dagger is the seer, you must prepare yourself for The Feast, for at The 

Feast, Jertans will rain from the sky.” Father smiles, takes a moment to 

collect himself, and then continues to write his notes.  
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5th Day of Emerald Moon 

Personal Correspondence 

 

Brother, 

 

Aboard the Nest of Vipers. Suspicious. Rickard Brune is not his real 

name. Should I perish, hunt him down. End him and his family. 

 

Signed, 

 

Darby Whitall, Faithful King’s Eye 

 

  



13: Dagger 

 

 
My head hurts so badly, I barely make it back to my room before I 

collapse. My head spins with what happened with Ash. Or did it happen? 

I’m not even sure. It could have been another vision.  

I moan as I roll over, my stomach lurching at the movement and 

threatening to empty its sparse contents onto the floor. I breathe deeply, 

burrowing my head in the crook of my arm and pressing my eyes into my 

skull. It is pure blackness and I press so hard there are small flashes of 

color, making me dizzy. I moan again, wishing Cinda was here to make 

me some tea. With my remaining strength, I crawl to my bag and find my 

packet of peppermint leaves. I grab a pinch and tuck them in my cheek to 

suck on, and lie down on the floor. 

I can’t stop the swirling of faces and am helpless to watch the girl 

with the white hair whipping her face side to side, her hair streaming 

around her in a chaotic whirlwind. She’s screaming, her eyes alternating 

between pinching shut in terror and frantically searching. The light blue of 

her left eye is punctuated with red, broken vessels. Suddenly the damn 

horse’s face is there instead of the girl’s and she’s staring at me with her 

left eye. Dark blue, not blinking.  

There’s a whispering of Jertan words, a chanting in the shadows that 

grows louder and louder as the girl’s face and Ash’s face mash together 

and I can’t tell if the horse is screaming or the girl, until finally I feel like 

I’m screaming and screaming and then the shadows rise up above me and 

crash down, taking me with them. 

 

*** 

 

The last thing I recall are the Jertan words. I only remember two of 

them: blood and time. I’m lying in my bed and wonder how I got here. 

Stellon. A strange feeling pinches my stomach; it might be gratitude.  

A rough knock on the door removes my lingering grogginess and I sit 

up. Before I can get to my feet, two men barge into my room. Without 

thinking, I kick one in the knee and the other in his groin, and sprint out 

the door only to run into Stellon, who is being escorted by two more men. 

“We better go with them, Lady Dagriella,” he says in a loud, level 

tone. I know he’s right—I had forgotten about the mayor and his 

“inquisition”. The two men in my room get slowly to their feet, clenching 

their teeth and staring at me with angry eyes. Perhaps it was a mistake to 

disable them. But how was I to know their purpose? I mumble an apology, 



not that it will do any good, but Stellon called me “Lady” for a reason so I 

better do my best to act like one. 

The men take us out of the inn and march us over to the nicest house 

in the town. A stone house kept in such good repair, and surrounded by a 

tidy, fragrant garden could only belong to one man. My suspicion that it 

belongs to the mayor is confirmed when we are led into his study and 

forced to sit down. The guards unhand us, but do not leave the room. The 

mayor sits behind a large blackwood desk and wears a wig made up of 

tightly bound white curls. I have to summon a great amount of self-control 

to prevent myself from laughing at this ridiculous man. 

“Your names?” he asks, arching his brow and dipping his pen into 

the inkwell. 

“Stellon Defuego,” he says, giving his real name.  

“Dagriella Musselupke,” I say, then correct, “Lady Dagriella 

Musselupke, if you will.” 

The mayor looks at me dubiously, his eyes lingering on my leather 

breeches, before sniffing, “I see. Very well, we will now move on to the 

inquisition. This may take some time, as we have a death on our hands.” 

“How much t—” I try to say, but Stellon interrupts. 

“What the Lady is trying to ask, since our travels are of a somewhat 

urgent matter, is if we might we have an estimate of how long this process 

will take?”  

“Why, as long as it takes, of course!” The mayor is not as moved by 

Stellon’s speech as he was last night, filling me with worry. What if this 

takes all day, or worse, they say we committed a crime of some sort? 

“Yes, of course; I apologize for my disrespect,” Stellon bows his 

head slightly and the mayor continues. 

“In accordance with our local law, I will ask a series of questions, 

which you will swear to answer truthfully as Luna witnesses. Then, once I 

have all the information I need, I will determine your guilt…or 

innocence.” The last two words are said with such doubt my stomach flips 

over and I send Stellon a look of panic before collecting myself. He is also 

afraid. “If you have any objections to our law, you may state them now. 

But be warned: your objections will be noted and may be used as evidence 

against you.” 

I press my lips tightly together. This man is absolutely mad! He 

doesn’t want a trial to help prove us innocent—he wants to see our heads 

roll!  

“I have no objection, sir,” I blurt out, “But may I speak privately with 

my guard before the inquisition begins?” If we’re going through with this, 

we must have some kind of plan. If not, our words will likely incriminate 

us. 



“You may not,” the mayor says, crushing any hope I had that we’ll 

escape this town alive. 

A muscle in Stellon’s jaw begins to twitch. What would Knives do? I 

ask myself desperately, He would know exactly how to talk his way out of 

this! Maybe that’s the key, just to keep talking. Be a silly little lady who 

acted before she could think. I had no idea I would actually hit the man 

with the blade, I just threw it as hard as I could thinking nothing would 

happen. I am a silly lady, silly lady, silly lady. I breathe in and out slowly, 

as quietly as I can. 

“Now, let us begin,” says the mayor, “Er, ‘Lady’ Musselupke, what 

is your purpose traveling with this man?” He points to Stellon. 

Silly lady, silly lady. “He is escorting me to visit my Mother, who is 

staying in Adamantolis. I really don’t know what came over me last night. 

I had absolutely no idea I would actually kill that man! Just thinking of all 

that blood makes me dizzy…” 

“Hrm,” says the mayor with the frown. I worry I may have overdone 

it a bit. “And you, Defuego, is it? You’re the lady’s traveling companion? 

What were you doing when the horse was supposedly stolen? How did she 

realize what was going on before you did?” 

“Well, sir, I had drunk a little too much wine last night before bed, so 

it was hard to rouse myself. The Lady here has always been a light sleeper 

and likely heard the horse first. I know she banged on my door, but you 

know how women are…” Here Stellon whispers loudly behind his hand, 

“She thought she could stop him all by herself.” 

“Well, she did,” the mayor says, his brows furrowing even more. 

Stellon and I are clearly giving him all the wrong answers. “In case you’ve 

forgotten, the ‘lady’ here killed a man.” 

I widen my eyes, even though all I want to do is slash the stupid 

mayor’s face. That man was trying to steal Ash! What was I supposed to 

do?  

“Obviously, she is still in shock,” Stellon says, matching the mayor’s 

tone, “Just look at her face! I wouldn’t be surprised if she fainted if you 

keep questioning her the way you are.” Stellon looks at me pointedly, and 

I know what to do. 

“I killed him?” I shriek, imitating the sounds Cinda makes when she 

finds mice in the pantry, “I didn’t know I killed that man! He was trying to 

take my horse! I didn’t know what to do—I didn’t even know how to 

throw the sword! I just threw something to try and stop him…how was I to 

know it would actually hurt him?” I don’t pay any heed to the words 

coming out of my mouth, though I make sure to call the blade I used a 

‘sword’ to illustrate I really didn’t know what I was doing. I stand in order 

to give me a better position to fall, and continue my delusional tirade after 



a few ragged, heaving breaths, “Where were you? You were supposed to 

protect me and my horse and you just got drunk again, you stupid, stupid 

oaf! Now I’ll never get to see my mother again!” I sit down too hard and 

tip the chair over, cracking my knuckles on the wood loudly at the same 

time my head hits the ground, then flop my head to the side and groan as 

my eyes roll back into my head. 

 

*** 

 

It was very difficult to remain still throughout the next part. To his 

credit, the mayor jumped into action before Stellon did. Whether that was 

intentional on Stellon’s part or not, it worked out in our favor. The mayor 

had his men carry me to a divan in the sitting room, where I remained 

silent and still for almost an hour. During that time Stellon paced behind 

the divan while the town physician looked me over.  

“I can’t feel where she hit her head,” the physician announces, 

“Which could either mean the damage is too far inside, or that the trauma 

sounded louder than it actually was. Her breathing is normal and likely 

part of her current state is due to an attack of the vapors before she hit her 

head. I’d replace those cooling clothes every now and again, if I were you. 

Just let her rest and she’ll wake up before long. Though be sure to call on 

me again if she sleeps for more than a few hours.” 

I hear the mayor exclaim in frustration before leaving the room. 

Stellon comes around the divan and grabs my hand. I squeeze it slightly to 

let him know I’m really awake, in case he didn’t realize the ruse.  

“Oh, my dear Lady Dagriella,” he cries, kneeling by my side with my 

hands in his, “I’ve failed you terribly! Can you ever forgive me?” He leans 

over, resting his head on our hands, and starts whispering a plan. 

“We’ll have to make a run for it after all,” he says. I squeeze his hand 

slightly to show I understand. “After dark. They’ll likely lock us up, but I 

bet between the two of us we can get out.” Another squeeze. I’m wearing 

Knives’ necklace, so escape will be child’s play.  

I want to lie on the divan for as long as possible because as long as 

I’m unconscious, we won’t have to answer stupid questions. But 

eventually Stellon alerts me that it is time to wake up. 

“What happened?” I saw, tenderly touching my head as Stellon helps 

me sit up, “I…I can’t remember what happened!” 

“You hit your head, Lady Dagriella,” Stellon says gently, getting me 

a fresh cloth for my head. The mayor is back. He eyes how close Stellon 

and I are to each other and smiles as if he discovered a secret. Stellon 

didn’t seem to notice the look in the mayor’s eye, so it’ll be up to me to 

counter any false ideas. Which, as it turns out, likely describes all the ideas 



that have popped into the mayor’s stupid little head. A pink rash is 

spreading across his forehead where his wig sits. He’s probably allergic to 

it but too stubborn to take it off. 

“If you give me a moment,” I say quietly, clearing my throat a few 

times as delicately as I can, “I’ll be ready to resume the inquisition. Please 

forgive my outburst. I simply do not know what came over me.” The 

words coming out of my mouth could not reflect more inadequately my 

true feelings for this detestable man and our current situation. My fingers 

itch for my blades and I want to kill the mayor and his drooling guards and 

leave them all to rot in this insane town. Instead, I hold my hands in front 

of me, folded nicely like the lady Mother always wanted me to become. 

“If you’re quite recovered, we shall resume in my office,” the mayor 

says before walking out. There are only two guards this time. 

Unfortunately, they are the two I disabled earlier. They won’t be as easy to 

convince that I am a harmless, silly lady.  

Stellon places my hand in the crook of his arm and escorts me back 

to the mayor’s office. He pours me a cup of tea and presses it into my 

hands before I sit in the same chair I tipped over earlier. The mayor 

continues right where we left off, not deterred in the slightest by my 

fainting episode. It’s a good thing we’ve already planned to run away, I 

think while taking a big sip of tea, because there’s no way we’re going to 

talk our way out of here now. 

 

*** 

 

True to our predictions, Stellon and I are locked up in the mayor’s 

shed for the night. My protests that it’s improper for me to be locked up 

with my guard fall on deaf ears as we’re locked up together in the 

makeshift cell. Thankfully, the mayor provided us with some dinner, 

which is the least he could do after making us talk all day. 

“What do you think the verdict will be?” I ask Stellon, “Not that 

we’ll be here to find out. But what do you think he was getting at with all 

those questions?” 

“Oh, I’m fairly certain you’ll be charged with murder and we’ll both 

be charged with adultery,” Stellon says while examining the door, “He 

seemed to believe you and I are forbidden lovers and that you’ve run off 

with me. Obviously the horse-thief was your husband that followed us and 

tried to bring you home.” 

I smile slightly at Stellon’s analysis, which wasn’t too far from my 

own, and am amazed that he seems so relaxed about the whole situation. It 

is, of course, ridiculous! He doesn’t seem to be making much progress on 

the door, so I move to intervene, taking off Knives’ necklace. 



“Here, let me take a look,” I say to him, dismantling the necklace to 

reveal the necessary implements. By now it’s dark outside, so hopefully 

we’ll be able to sneak out of here and be well on our way by dawn. Stellon 

holds the candle close to the lock so I can see what I’m doing. It’s a simple 

lock, not meant to keep skilled criminals contained, so I unlock it in a few 

minutes. Stellon whistles low, impressed with my skills. He has no idea. 

We ease the door open expecting a guard, but no one is there. We 

exchange shrugs and shut the door to confer quickly. 

“I’ll ready the horses,” Stellon says, “While you sneak into our 

rooms to gather our supplies. The rooms are likely locked, so be careful. 

Once we’re ready to go, we’ll have to head off into the woods. Otherwise 

they’ll catch us on the King’s Way, for sure.” 

I nod and open the door. I had forgotten—Ash won’t be able to trot 

and the pony probably couldn’t, either. We’ll have to take it slow and hope 

they do not guess our route. 

There are few lights in the town, apart from the mayor’s house and 

the inn, so there is plenty of darkness under the crescent moon to cover our 

movement. We head to the back of the house and up the street that way, 

then across to the Bluebell Inn. Stellon eases his way into the stable and 

leaves me to find my own way up to the second floor, which is fine with 

me. More than likely he’d just make things more difficult for me, anyway. 

My room had a window, so I climb up the outside to gain entrance that 

way.  

The window has a simple latch that I easily lift with one of my picks. 

I hop inside, silent. It’s very dark, with only the light of the moon to see 

by, so I wait a few minutes for my eyes and ears to adjust. Eventually I am 

able to see both mine and Stellon’s bags on the bed, each neatly packed up 

with all of our belongings. There’s no way I can tell in this light if 

everything is there, I think, Nor do I have the time to unpack everything 

right now. They must’ve rented out Stellon’s room and moved his stuff in 

here for safe keeping. 

I put on my pack, which fits my frame perfectly, and haul Stellon’s 

out the window and onto the roof. Rather than drop it down from here, I 

carry it over the roof of the inn to the side nearest the stables. The stable 

door is open and I see faint movement inside. I hoot like an owl to get 

Stellon’s attention, and he peeks out to see me on the roof. I hold his bag 

over the edge and he moves underneath to catch it; then I climb down as 

quietly as possible.  

“The horses are ready,” he says once I’m inside the stable. I can 

barely make out Dusky, but luckily she’s old enough to have the routine 

down without needing much guidance. Ash doesn’t seem bothered either 

by our night-time ride. We bring the horses out to the stable yard and I 



hold my breath while I mount Dusky. Stellon shuts the stable door before 

climbing on Ash and we’re off into the night. 

 

  



14: Flora 

 

 
A bell tolls each hour on the hour, all day, during which I’ve been 

stuck in this stall, eating hay and trying to communicate with Dagger’s 

pony, to no avail. Where could they be? Part of me is filled with worry, but 

I can’t stop another part of me from thinking that now’s my chance, that 

now I can go back to look for Malisheram. But as much as I want to go 

and undo the curse, I can’t do it at the cost of Dagger and Stellon’s safety, 

not after what they went through to rescue me from the horse thief.  

I hear a big commotion from the town square, then nothing. Still no 

Stellon or Dagger. I decide that if they don’t come for me by dawn, I’m 

going to attempt to escape. I simply can’t wait around forever! Impatience 

burns in my heart and I wish more than ever for two legs and a voice so I 

can hunt down the sorcerer with ease. He is mine and I will kill him, even 

if it kills me. 

 

*** 

 

It has been dark for a few hours when the stable door eases open and 

Stellon slips inside. I nicker in greeting, but he shushes me. So we aren’t 

out of trouble just yet. He leaves the stable door open to give himself some 

light, then prepares the saddles. We’re leaving now, at night? Where’s 

Dagger? 

Dagger’s pony is quiet while Stellon quietly readies her for travel. 

Once she’s ready to go he turns his attention to me. I wish I could ask him 

what happened, but I can’t. It’s not like him to stay silent while he’s 

putting on my saddle and straps. Even though I’ve only known him for a 

few days, I’m used to him talking to me like a person. The silence feels 

wrong. 

We hear the hoot of an owl and Stellon heads outside. A moment 

later he returns with his pack, which he attaches to my saddle. Then, 

Dagger comes inside. 

“The horses are ready,” he whispers to her before leading me out into 

the stable yard. After shutting the stable doors he climbs on my back, 

careful of the still-tender wounds. He gently nudges my sides and we start 

walking down the dark street, but turn onto a track that heads east, straight 

into the meadow. All I know is that these two better have a good plan, or at 

least a good reason, for doing what we’re doing. 

 

*** 



 

As dawn approaches, we stop for a break by a little stream crossing 

our path. I have no idea where we are and I have a feeling neither do 

Dagger or Stellon. 

“So, Dagger,” Stellon asks as he washes his hands and face in the 

stream, “What do you think we should do now?” He scrubs his face with 

his hands and then dunks his light brown head into the stream. 

“Well, whatever we decide to do, it’s going to take us much longer to 

get to your brother’s,” Dagger says sullenly, “Do you think we’ll lose 

much time if we walk cross-country east a day or two, then head south?” 

Dagger digs around her pack for a bite to eat and fishes out a smashed tart. 

It smells divine.  

“We have to walk the horses anyway, so I doubt we’ll lose too much 

time going that route. The question is, can you handle sleeping outside?” 

Stellon asks. He also fishes out a bite from his pack. I resign myself to 

munching on some grass, which actually tastes rather delicious to my 

horse tongue once I stop thinking about it. 

Stellon and Dagger talk about the likelihood of pursuit and how 

diligent the mayor might be. Neither of them worries very much, taking 

into consideration the small size of the town and the supposed small 

amount of money the mayor could offer as a reward for us, but the fact that 

the mayor seemed so keen to follow through with the questioning puzzles 

both of them. 

As we get ready to leave, Stellon checks my bandages. I hear him 

mutter a prayer of thanks to Luna, which must mean my injuries are 

healing.  

“Actually, if we head east long enough,” he says to Dagger, “We’ll 

get to the King’s Way, then it’s just a matter of taking that south ‘til we get 

to Defuego Keep.” 

“Sounds easy enough to me,” Dagger replies, “So long as we can 

keep out of sight and stay out of trouble. Which maybe won’t be so easy, 

since I have a feeling you attract trouble. And remember what I said about 

my feelings.” 

“Yes, yes, they’re almost always right. I recall. I might actually agree 

with you, but in my defense I don’t think it’s really my fault. Blame the 

family curse, if anything.” 

“Curse?” Dagger perks up, intrigued, “Do tell. I love a good curse.”  

Stellon rolls his eyes as he fixes my bridle, then hops delicately onto 

my back. He gently nudges my sides and we head towards the rising sun. 

“Apparently, my family was cursed long ago, though no one really 

knows why,” he settles into a voice for storytelling and I listen, eager to 

finally learn about his past.  



“Long ago,” he continues, “Stalon Defuego, for whom I’m named, 

fell in love with a girl from the mountains. Come to think of it, her people 

actually lived where Malisheram presently sits. Anyway, she was high-

born among her own people, but as all Terrans knew at the time, Mountain 

Folk simply were not respected. This was quite a problem for the two 

lovers, for Stalon had already professed his love and his intentions to his 

parents, who did not take it well. ‘You shall not marry yourself to a 

mountain chit!’ his father thundered, ‘You shall marry yourself to a 

respectable Keepsdaughter, or you shall become no son of mine!’ It was 

said his father’s voice could be heard for miles around, but who really 

knows? The girl, named Rosa, told Stalon that he could not break ties with 

his family for her, for what is more important than family? Stalon 

disagreed, saying he would gladly leave his family and his name behind if 

he could be with her forever.  

“One evening, when the secret lovers met on the shore of what is 

now called Myrtle Lake, Rosa finally agreed to elope, even though it 

would also estrange her from her own family. Now, I mentioned at the 

beginning of this tale that Rosa was from a high-born mountain family. In 

fact, she was the chief’s daughter. But one thing about Mountain Folk is 

that their chief is chosen for a certain ability...a magical ability. Rosa’s 

father was a sorcerer who could command the spirits of the dead and work 

powerful magic, should he so desire. Being the chief’s daughter, there 

were some who were jealous of Rosa, and eager to steal her happiness. 

One such person decided to do just that. Another girl, no one knows her 

name and that is her punishment in this tale, spied on Rosa and learned of 

her plan to run away with Stalon. She sneaked back to the camp as quickly 

as she could and told Rosa’s father. It was said his eyes became as flames, 

so fierce did his anger blaze at his daughter’s betrayal. 

“When Rosa returned home, her father was waiting with fire in his 

eyes. Rosa knew her secret had been revealed and tried to run, but her 

father stopped her with his words: 

‘How dare you, child! How dare you turn your back on your people, 

your own father, for some Plainsman! Have you no pride? Have you no 

honor? Your deception shall forever taint your blood!’ And Rosa, frozen in 

place as though bound to a pole, could do nothing as her father spoke 

Powerful Words: 

 

Joyless you shall be, 

For all eternity, 

Plainsmen and Mountain-born, 

Are forever scorned. 

 



“Or some such words. No one knows exactly what was said to her, only 

that her heart was instantly broken, as was Stalon’s. The curse wasn’t so 

much that they could never be with each other, it was that they would 

never be capable of loving each other, or anyone else. Nothing they could 

do would ever bring them joy in one another, which is far worse, in my 

opinion. Can you imagine being robbed of your ability to love?” Stellon 

asks, his tale through. An ache settles in my chest, fed by the loneliness in 

Stellon’s tale. 

“Huh!” Dagger scoffs, “So you’re saying your curse is to not be able 

to love? And that all the Defuegos have never been able to love? Some 

curse!” 

“I don’t know about that,” Stellon says thoughtfully, “I’d say it’s true 

for my parents, though.” 

“Is there nothing that can be done?” Dagger asks, a little sympathetic 

this time. 

“Well, apparently there was more to the curse, but I’m not sure if 

some heartsick Defuego made it up to give himself hope or if there 

actually is a way to break the curse. It goes like: 

 

When flame consumes flower, 

Atop a golden tower, 

The curse shall be undone, 

And you may join as one. 

 

“It doesn’t make much sense, which makes me believe it’s made up. Trust 

me, more flowers have been burned in towers painted yellow than we 

Defuegos like to admit. And so far, most of us still can’t fall in love. Not 

truly.” There was a hint of longing in Stellon’s voice that made my heart 

ache. Poor fellow. How terrible not to be able to love!  

“Look on the bright side,” Dagger says, “Now you have more time 

for adventures! It still doesn’t explain why you attract trouble, though.” 

She kicks her pony and they walk off ahead. Stellon starts to sing a song so 

sad I can’t help but wish I was a girl again, this time just so I could 

comfort him, as a mother would a child. Or, I think suddenly, perhaps as a 

woman would comfort her man. My face burns as I lower my eyes, 

confused, and keep walking east. 

 

  



15: Dagger 

 

 
Curses have always fascinated me, partly because I think my 

headaches are the result of one, so hearing about Stellon’s family curse 

made me feel a little bit better. I amuse myself for a few minutes 

wondering which one of us has itworse: never being able to fall in love or 

visions of the future that result in horrendous headaches? 

Obviously, my curse is worse. Love is terribly overrated, in my 

opinion. It only really serves to provide an enemy with another means of 

inflicting harm. I have my suspicions about the role of love in Papi’s life, 

but I’ve never come to any kind of conclusion. He’s far too closemouthed 

about his feelings for that. 

Knives swore away love and a family when he became a Luna 

Knight. I never told him, but when I found out about his oath I made a 

similar one. I sneaked outside in the middle of the night and vowed to the 

full moon, Luna’s Moon, that I would never fall in love or have a family, 

either. Everyone knows that vows to the full moon are sacred. So, even 

though I didn’t make my vow within earshot of anyone, I still feel like it 

meant something. I was twelve when I made that vow.  

“Do you know the tale of Sir Delapesca?” Stellon asks, jolting me 

out of my memories. I scowl at him before shaking my head, even though 

the name sounds familiar. 

“Really? Sir James Delapesca?” He tries again. I shrug doubtfully. 

“Huh. I could’ve sworn everybody’s heard of him. He’s some kind of 

legend over in Eastport! Apparently, this fellow robs Delaterran trade 

ships, which are filled with jewels on their way to the Golden City, then he 

stuffs the riches into fish bellies, fish he then sells to the poor. James the 

Pirate, James the Fisherman, James the Ghost…he has a dozen names, so 

the Guard has yet to find him.” 

“Why wouldn’t he keep the riches for himself?” I ask, confused, 

“Why does he risk his life to steal off of the king’s ships? That’s stupid.” 

“Some men aren’t afraid to stand up for what’s right,” he says, 

suddenly serious, “Clearly, what he does is important to him. And it does 

make a difference. The people of Eastport, last I heard, haven’t entirely 

given up on hope like the rest of Delaterra. Doesn’t that count for 

something?” 

I think a moment. Mother used to tell me something all the time 

when she’d catch me practicing with my blades. She’d say there’s more 

than one kind of strength, more than just being able to strike a man down 

or deflect his blows. There’s strength of will, sure, but there’s also 



compassion, love, and hope. She was adamant that each of these is just as 

important as physical strength. Of course, I dismissed her words every 

single time. But Stellon’s words bring new meaning to them, especially 

since the words come from him. A man hardened by battle and under a 

curse knows a thing or two about suffering and hard work. Senseless 

though he seems at times, I know enough of Stellon by now to believe at 

his core, he is a true knight. 

Turning to Mother’s words, I affirm compassion is something I’ve 

never had. If someone is too weak to remedy a situation, or too stupid to 

seek aid, it’s his own fault for suffering. Love…I’ve sworn off love. Not 

that I’ve ever known it. That leaves hope, which is something I now 

realize I have. What else is this entire journey based on but a hope that 

Grammi will have the answers I seek? 

“You’re right,” I finally say, the words leaving a funny taste in my 

mouth, “Hope can make all the difference.” 

Stellon smiles at me, glad I understand his point. Belatedly, I realize 

he was testing me with his words somehow. I don’t know what he was 

testing me for, but I must’ve passed.  

Dusky doesn’t seem to mind walking in mud. I worry a little about 

the tracks we’re leaving, but by the time they search here, rain will likely 

have washed them away.  

The trail we’re following is faint, probably a ‘deer track, but it 

provides enough of a path to give us some direction. Stellon hasn’t said 

anything since mentioning Sir James Delapesca, and I wonder if his 

silence is due to introspection or simply to help us avoid detection, in case 

of pursuit. Either way, I do not mind it. I have plenty to think about. Dusky 

follows Ash without needing any guidance, so I occupy myself with plans. 

Going by my mental map, we should actually head southeast instead 

of due east to meet up with the King’s Way. The problem with that is we 

may run into the Dreadwood, which is not noted on any map I’ve come 

across. The Dreadwood, according to legend, is a haunted wood north of 

the King’s Forest. Its inhabitants include cannibals, ogres, pantercats, and 

poisonous vegetation. It really depends on the person talking, because 

sometimes there are giants, or poxbears, or even fifty-foot-long snakes. Of 

course, the Dreadwood is a complete myth. The king probably spreads the 

tales himself to keep people out of his forest.  

The track we’re on is through shoulder-high grass, yet perhaps half a 

mile to our right is a forest, a forest that grows darker while the day gets 

brighter. That has to be because the trees grow closer together, I think to 

myself, that’s all. We’ll just walk past it before turning south, no need to 

head through it. Besides, it’s not the Dreadwood. It’s pure coincidence that 

a feeling of apprehension is growing in my chest.  



I turn my thoughts back to the route we’ll take. Even with the 

changes, it’s entirely possible that we’ll still make it to Defuego Keep 

within a week. Soon, I’ll be in Jerta. Soon, I’ll have the answers I seek. 

The girl and horse from my most recent vision flash in front of my 

eyes, startling me. It could have something to do with Ash, but what? 

She’s a horse, not a girl. Maybe the girl was Ash’s previous owner. Didn’t 

Stellon say that he got Ash a few days ago? She must have belonged to 

someone else before then. What if he stole— 

A faint sound jolts me out of my musings. There—it happened again. 

It sounds like…like someone chopping wood. We’re heading straight onto 

someone’s land! 

 

  



16: Flora 

 

 
Stellon’s tale troubles me for a long time. I keep thinking of Da and 

Mother, how they had seemed to love one another, with their smiles and 

pleasant manners. But they had kept separate bedrooms. And I had never 

seen more affection than a chaste kiss on the cheek, a light grasping of 

hands, a knowing smile. But they must’ve loved each other!  

I can’t help but think of the secrets my maids had whispered to one 

another while they thought I couldn’t hear, secrets about breathless passion 

and undying love. Surely my parents had that, at least at one point! Hadn’t 

they? I begin to feel a cold tendril of doubt in my heart. Da had loved me, 

of that I was sure.  

“Get down and be quiet,” Dagger says suddenly, leaping off her pony 

without a sound. Stellon dismounts a little less gracefully.  

“What is it?” he asks, pulling me a little closer to the pony. 

“I think we’ve been heading straight towards a keep, or at least 

someone’s land!” she whispers, “What should we do?” 

Stellon sits back on his heels, thinking for a moment. “We can’t risk 

it,” he says eventually, “They might know of the town and think they’re all 

mad, or they may try to haul us back there for a reward. Best give them a 

wide berth.”  

Dagger nods and leads her pony to the right, towards the woods. 

Stellon guides me after, patting my neck gently. Once we get close, Stellon 

and Dagger remount. 

The woods, which didn’t seem very menacing from the little trail, are 

dark. It seems quieter, gloomier, and I duck my head as a chill dances on 

tip-toe across my broad back. Stellon and Dagger seem to sense whatever 

I’m sensing, too. They keep quiet as we creep across the spongy ground. 

The bark on the trees appears black and bleeds something dark red and 

sticky. Stellon poked the strange sap with a finger and came away with a 

long string of the stuff, shiny crimson in the dim light. 

“I wouldn’t just go poking things in this wood,” Dagger warns, “You 

might lose your finger.” 

The leaves on the trees are strange in color and texture. Some are 

almost white and crumble beneath my feet like dust after they fall, while 

others are dark red and sharp. One such leaf sliced Dagger’s forehead 

while it spiraled down to the ground. The flowers are strange, too. Some 

are so beautiful with bright, contrasting colors but smell like rotten food. 

Others are hard to see because they blend in well, but they smell so 



enticing...I drink in the smell like wine and wander off course, only to be 

rudely awaken by a slight kick to the ribs. 

“Away, Ash,” Stellon says sharply. He must be able to smell it too. 

Danger! My horse brain warns me belatedly. Beware the flowers. Beware 

the leaves. Beware the trees. 

After what must’ve been an hour, we stop by a little creek for a bite 

of food. The pony huffs her mane out of her eyes, which seem a bit wild to 

me. Stellon and Dagger keep glancing at one another nervously. A bird, or 

I at least hope it’s a bird, shrieks in the distance. 

“I don’t like the feel of this,” Dagger says quietly, “Let’s hurry and 

get on through it.” 

“Agreed,” says Stellon, “There’s something very eerie about this 

forest that’s making my hair stand on end.” 

They pack up and stretch a bit before mounting. I feel a little less 

afraid with Stellon being so close, but not by much. The trees seem to 

creep closer to us and the ground feels squishier as we go on, and there’s a 

foul stench in the air. Dagger’s pony starts to make little grunts and her 

ears twitch all over the place.  

The strange shriek from earlier pierces the air again, except much 

closer. It doesn’t sound like a bird anymore! My nostrils suddenly flare as 

I pick up a strong, musky scent. Before I can think what it is, a giant black 

beast leaps down from a tree in front of me. All I see are big yellow eyes 

and long white fangs before it swipes at my chest. 

Searing pain slices through me and I buck back, trying to hit the beast 

with my hooves before it can strike again. Stellon yells something but I 

can’t understand, and I buck again, striking out blindly. I hear a thud, a 

great yowl, and another thud, followed by some labored wheezes as the 

creature dies, two of Dagger’s blades lodged deep in its chest. The scent of 

blood fills the air, blood from the creature and me. I’m heaving and want 

to run away, but suddenly become so tired I collapse as Stellon gets off my 

back.  

“He got her, didn’t he?” Dagger asks as she ties up her pony and 

hurries over. I can’t see my own chest so I don’t know how badly I’m hurt, 

but judging by the pain I feel like I’m about to die. 

“One claw sliced her,” says Stellon, gently prodding my heaving 

chest, “We’ll have to go get help; I don’t think I can mend this.” 

“No!” Dagger says, “We’re outlaws, remember? As soon as anyone 

spots us, they’ll just turn us in for a reward! Get out of the way, let me see 

how bad it is.” She nudges Stellon aside and it’s her fingers that gently 

press the wound together. I feel her start from my upper left chest and 

press down to the lower right at a sharp diagonal. She presses her lips 

together, but the look in her eyes is one of determination, not resignation. 



“Right,” she says, “Do you know what rhuberry is?” Stellon nods. 

“Good. I need you to go find the berries and pick some, but also pick the 

leaves. I need both. Get enough to fill two handfuls each, if you can find 

them in this cursed forest.” 

“Are you sure you can help her?” Stellon asks as he stands. 

“Yes! But you better hurry. The longer the wound is open the more 

likely it’ll fester. Now go!” Stellon leaves. 

Dagger gets out her water skin and a cloth and sets to work wiping up 

my blood. The wound is still seeping—I can smell it—but the flow seems 

to have slowed.  

“Stupid pantercat,” she mumbles, “I knew I didn’t like these woods.” 

After she cleans me up a bit she turns to the pantercat and drags it slowly 

into the bushes. I hear some squishy, slimy sounds and a while later she 

comes back and starts to clear a space for a fire. By then Stellon has 

returned.  

“Good,” Dagger says, “You get the fire ready and cook us dinner and 

I’ll get your horse all fixed up. I already gutted the pantercat. It’ll be tough 

and gamey, but at least it’s fresh” 

“Thanks,” says Stellon, setting the rhuberries and leaves by me. 

Dagger washes her hands and comes over to me again. She pops one 

rhuberry in her mouth before mashing the rest and rubbing them in the cut. 

I can’t help but whinny and toss my head, it stings badly! “What are you 

doing to her?” 

“Just cleaning it!” Dagger snaps, “These berries help keep it from 

festering.” 

Stellon sighs and sets to work finding wood for a fire. 

“This next bit will hurt, horse,” Dagger says, pulling out a needle and 

fine thread from her satchel. Oh, no—she has to stitch me up! “Stellon?” 

she calls, “Best come here and try to keep her calm while I do this.” 

Stellon sets down an armful of logs and comes over. Gently, he grabs 

my horse face and forces me to stare into his eyes. They are a dark gray, 

matching the gloominess of our surroundings. The cut on his left cheek is 

healing, but he will carry a scar for the rest of his life, much like I will 

from the wound on my chest. I try to pull my head away as Dagger pokes 

me with the needle, but Stellon is strong, much stronger than I thought he 

was. His hands hold my head in place as Dagger pokes me over and over 

again, pulling the thread through my skin. 

He starts to hum the same tune he sang on the way out of Featherton, 

a tune I now recognize as a lullaby. 

 I sing along in my head to try and distract myself from Dagger’s 

torture: 

 



 

Sleep now, my dear 

Moon rises above you 

There’s nothing to fear 

Here in my arms 

 

Sleep now, little one 

Lay your sleepy head 

The long day is done 

Now dreams can begin 

 

Sleep now, precious child 

I am here to guard you 

Let your dreams run wild 

For dawn comes too soon 

 

Stellon stops humming as the song ends and I flinch as I suddenly 

become aware of Dagger’s stitching.  

“Stellon…” she warns, “Keep her still. I’m almost done.” 

He turns my face back to his and starts talking about his curse, of all 

things. 

“It’s true, you know,” he says conversationally, “I’ve never been able 

to fall in love. There was a girl, once. I thought I’d escaped the curse and 

fallen in love with her. But when she started seeing someone new, I didn’t 

even mind. How’s that for love? But none of it matters anyway. No one 

would take me now, a fallen knight who sings for his supper. Lately, 

though, I’ve been having these dreams, dreams of a girl with long hair as 

fair as starlight, and eyes—” 

“Done!” Dagger says, “Well, done with the sewing part. This next 

part is easy. We just make a paste with some of the leaves and plaster the 

rest of them on over the cut.” 

“Are you sure this will work?” Stellon asks, “Why didn’t you do this 

while we were in Dale?” 

“Because there weren’t any rhuberries, were there? And there was 

also a man there who could patch her up. Besides, I’m not certain she 

won’t keel over and die tomorrow. We won’t really know if she’ll be 

alright for another week or so.”  

Dagger makes the paste and plasters it on with the leaves while 

Stellon strokes my nose. When she’s finished, I carefully lie on my side 

and rest my head on the ground. I fall asleep to the sounds of Stellon and 

Dagger talking quietly over their meal. My last conscious thought is to 



Luna, the Moon Goddess, a silent prayer that I might live, so one day I 

might know love. 

 

  



17: Dagger 

 

 
“You’ll need a name,” Kevyn says to me, “A secret name.” He’s 

back home from his first season of training with the Master of Shadows, on 

two weeks of leave. He’s even taller than I remember, and there’s a new 

hardness to him that made me hesitate to throw my little arms around him. 

But as soon as he scooped me up in a big hug, I knew he hadn’t really 

changed. 

“A secret name?” I ask, my heart thrumming in excitement. My toes 

scrunch in my leather boots, pleased to be included. 

“Of course! Assassins can’t give out their real names. That defeats 

the point.” Kevyn arches his delicate dark brows and nods deeply. I nod 

deeply, too. “How do you feel about ‘Dagger’?”  

Dagger. It sounds so…dangerous, dark, and, best of all, deadly. 

“I love it!” I shout, forgetting myself and bouncing on my heels for a 

few beats before remembering I’m in training. Kevyn frowns at me. “But if 

I have a secret name, shouldn’t you?” 

“I suppose it would only be fitting. Can you think of one, Dagger?”  

I pause for a moment, my finger coming up to my lip. Kevyn is 

flipping a tiny blade through his fingers, moving it so fast it’s almost a 

blur in the lamplight. He didn’t know how to do that a few months ago. 

Suddenly, his name comes to me: 

“You should be ‘Knives’!”  

He stops flipping the knife and sheathes it in one fluid motion before 

ruffling my hair. 

“Dagger and Knives, Assassins of the Night,” he says officially, 

“That will do quite nicely. Now, we need to work on that form if I’m going 

to make a proper assassin out of you, Dagger.” 

It’s hard to hide my smile as I place my feet and bend my knees 

slightly. The moon has just risen and we have hours to go. 

 

*** 

 

I wake up stiff and groggy from sleeping out in the open. There’s a 

chill in my bones from the dampness of the air, but after doing some 

calisthenics I feel a bit better. From Stellon’s slow, jerky movements, I 

gather he feels similarly. The fire is burned down, but a little prodding 

reveals some good embers, which I feed with fresh wood we kept dry 

overnight. The pantercat meat is a little gummy now, but it should be 

edible with a bit of crisping. 



It’s a shame so much meat will have to go to waste, but there’s no 

way for us to preserve it without the right supplies. I might have time to 

scrape the skin, though the idea of carrying such a smelly thing all the way 

to Defuego Keep disgusts me. Pantercats are very musky.  

“You sure you want to eat that?” Stellon asks me, gesturing to the 

skewered meat, “It was out all night.” 

“It smells alright,” I retort, “You’re welcome to find something else 

if it isn’t to your fancy!” I sniff the meat when Stellon’s back is turned, 

just to make sure it isn’t spoiled. I hadn’t checked. 

The meat tastes about as bad as I expected it to, but it’s best to start 

the day off with a filling, hot breakfast while we can. Stellon says nothing 

while he eats. After Stellon and I clean up the camp a bit, Ash starts to 

move her head awkwardly. Stellon goes over to her and places a hand on 

her chest, near the wound. 

“Is it hot?” I ask. If it is, then likely she’ll die. 

“It isn’t,” he says, relief warming his voice, “Can you stand, girl? Up 

you go.” He gently pulls on her bridle and supports her as she stands. I 

want to tell him to stop, she needs to rest, but she also needs water and 

food to heal properly. He unties Dusky, who follows them to the stream. 

While they’re gone, I find a stick that is about as long as I am tall. 

It’s fairly straight and will make a decent spear, so I begin sharpening one 

end to pass the time. We’ll probably stay here for days, waiting for that 

damned horse to heal. I grit my teeth with each pass of my blade, shaving 

the end into a nice, sharp point. 

Without warning, the girl from my most recent vision returns. I close 

my eyes and see her hair whipping all around her terrified face. I can feel 

the wind on my cheeks, lifting my own hair off my neck, as the wind 

blows the girl’s hair. In one swift motion, it’s as if I take a step back from 

her in my vision, so I can see a long, diagonal cut across her chest. Very 

similar in size and angle to the cut on Ash’s chest. Goose-pimples erupt on 

my arms as the vision fades. The last thing I see is the girl bringing up her 

hands to cover her streaming eyes. I wait for a headache to arrive, but after 

a few minutes, nothing happens. It must not have been a true vision. 

What if it is true? I wonder if Ash is really a girl trapped in a horse’s 

body. Could it be true? It would explain some of the strange things she’s 

done, including the time she tried to make a run for Malisheram. Next time 

I’m alone with her, I’ll ask. If she isn’t a girl…well, a horse can’t tell 

anyone I asked such a stupid question, can it? 

“I know it’s pointless to remind you I’m in a hurry,” I say when 

Stellon returns, “But that fact still remains. No, don’t look at me like that! 

I know we’re not going anywhere today, or tomorrow either, probably. I 

just wanted to announce I’m not happy about it.”  



“You’re right; we aren’t going anywhere for a few days. And then, 

we’ll go slowly after that. You may just want to ride on ahead if you’re in 

such a hurry. The way is south-south-east from here, I believe. Just say 

Stellon sent you.” Stellon shrugs. 

Huh! I shake my head at his suggestion. “I’m tempted, but I don’t 

think that will work. What’s to stop him from turning me in to the Guard? 

Or thinking I’m crazy? How could I convince him I am who I say I am?” 

“Why, use your ladylike charms and wit, of course,” Stellon replies 

sarcastically. 

I almost laugh out loud. He’s no Knives, but Stellon may just be 

starting to grow on me. Only when he’s in this mood, though. 

“I’ll just wait for your damned horse to get better,” I say, “I can’t 

afford any mishaps while dealing with your brother if I want to get on my 

way afterward. Better to just stick with you.” I consider, for a moment, the 

amount of trouble we’ve been in the past few days and add, “Though it 

might not be better after all, with the way things are going so far.” 

“Well, one thing’s for sure,” Stellon says, “I didn’t ask you to come 

along. Remember that.” 

Since he’s right, I have nothing more to add to the conversation. 

 

  



18: Flora 

 

 
I spend the day weaving in and out of alertness. One moment I feel 

like I’m thinking about something, and then I’ll suddenly come back to 

attention, but the shadows are longer.  

The periods of blankness disturb me, so I try to fill my head with 

stories from my childhood. Instead, I spend most of the time trying to 

remember small details of the stories. I grow restless and try to walk 

around, but Stellon prevents me from going far and keeps saying to rest. A 

real horse wouldn’t pay any attention to him, but because I can understand 

him and because he’s right, I stay put near the pony.  

The day crawls but finally disappears. All too soon it’s night again. 

Bugs and animals make sounds that I was too exhausted to hear last night, 

chirping and hooting in the darkness. I let myself fall into deep asleep.  

 

*** 

 

Fire. Screams. No! No! I shake my head. Fire! Smoke! Screams! I 

see their faces, flashes of faces strained in agony and pain, mouths open 

and screaming, screaming! The stench of burned hair and flesh. Animals 

scream, too, horses, goats, chickens. Tears run down my face and I put my 

hands up to feel them, but the hands that touch my face are not my own. 

Yet I’m not filled with panic at this stranger’s touch, only relief...for the 

hands are not a stranger’s after all… 

I awake to see Stellon’s eyes, shiny in the dying firelight, looking at 

me. His stare disconcerts me, so I look away. A minute later he makes his 

way to my side and lays a hand on my neck.  

“Bad dreams?” he asks, “Me too. Someday, I’ll share them, maybe, 

but you seem to have enough bad dreams for yourself tonight. I wonder, 

what is a bad dream for a horse? No more hay?” He smiles ruefully, but I 

look away again, angry. He jests while I suffer. I huff out my breath 

because there’s no way for him to know my nightmares were real, a past I 

will never forget for as long as I live.  Does he dream of all the women and 

children that were killed up north? That would be a living nightmare. He 

pats my neck again and wanders back to the fire, where he sits, awake.  

What a pair we make. A cursed horse and a fallen knight, both 

haunted by memories. What will become of us? Even if I find that sorcerer 

and kill him, what will I do then? I can’t go home. I have no home. Maybe 

being a horse isn’t so bad after all. At least as a horse I have Stellon. As a 

girl, I have no one.  



 

*** 

 

The morning brings the return of the Stellon I have come to know, 

the easy-going, self-depreciating man. Dagger looks pointedly at the dark 

circles under Stellon’s eyes, but says nothing. After their breakfast of the 

remaining cooked pantercat meat, Dagger makes an announcement. 

“I’m going scouting,” she says, “I have I feeling I know where we 

are and I want to make sure. I don’t think I’ll be gone all day, but don’t 

start worrying unless I’m still gone by this time tomorrow. I made you a 

few spears. They aren’t much, but they might help if another pantercat 

turns up. I just hope you can use that sword.”  

“Don’t worry about us,” Stellon replies, “If I can’t keep a few horses 

safe, what kind of knight am I?” He smiles the same rueful smile I saw last 

night, but quickly changes his face to make a playful grin.  

Dagger raises a brow and looks like she’s going to say something, 

but decides not to. She blows the wisps of hair out of her eyes, then turns 

and melts into the woods. 

“See ya,” she calls over her shoulder. 

Stellon waves one hand and sets to work tidying up our camp area. 

He uses a large chunk of bark and mucks out the areas the pony and I have 

been using as our stables and pulls fresh grass for the ground. I’m sure my 

face would be crimson with embarrassment if I wasn’t a horse, watching 

him clean up after me!  

After a break by the stream, he stacks a pile of wood by our fire pit. 

When he’s done with that he takes a seat and looks around, satisfied with 

the work he’s done but still restless.  

I know the feeling well. Nothing helps keep the mind off of grief like 

busy hands and a full day. He grabs another of Dagger’s spears and starts 

sharpening the end with a small, sharp knife. I watch his sure, 

mesmerizing strokes.  

It must be mid-afternoon when I hear a twig snap in the woods to my 

right. Stellon hears it too and freezes. I think, Surely it’s Dagger returning 

from her scouting...but then I remember how silent she is. She would never 

snap a twig. No, it’s not Dagger, I realize as my nose twitches and a shiver 

runs up my spine. I grunt softly and the pony turns her head towards me. 

Stellon slowly unsheathes his sword. 

“BWAAAHHH!” someone yells and is soon joined by other yells as 

six, seven, no…eight men jump into the small clearing and surround 

Stellon. I shriek and the pony neighs loudly, bucking her head. I try to rear 

back but the cut on my chest stops me.  

They’re going to kill Stellon!  



“Aha! What’ve we got here, Brusive?” says a man with a few yellow 

teeth and stringy black hair. 

“Looks to me like we got dinner and dessert,” says the biggest man, 

who must be the leader. His greasy mustache droops over his disgusting 

grin as his beady eyes scrunch in delight.  

Another man, with a dirty blue cap, starts guffawing like an idiot, 

while a man with a stump for a hand starts drooling. They are all 

extremely dirty and smelly. 

“Now, gentlemen,” Stellon begins, “I’m sure we can come to some 

arrangement. As it happens, I have some delicious biscuits I’d love to 

share, and some fresh pantercat meat just butchered—” 

“We isn’t interested in biscuits and pantercat, is we, Brusive?” says 

Yellow Teeth. 

“No, no we isn’t,” Brusive smacks his lips, “We love a good leg of 

man. And some supple horseflesh, mmm! Kill ‘em, boys!” 

“BWAAHH!” they all shout again, drawing weapons and heading for 

Stellon. One heads for the pony and one heads for me. I turn around and 

kick him with my back legs, hard. He lands on his back, stunned and 

before he can get back up I turn and stomp on him until he stops moving. I 

feel sick as I look to see how Stellon is doing. 

Stellon fights incredibly well with his sword and makeshift spear, 

using the spear to deflect blows. I see a new part of Stellon come alive as 

he cuts down one man with a terrible slash to the sword arm, a side of him 

that amazes and terrifies me. Blue Cap has an ax and tries to hack Stellon 

with it, but Stellon blocks it with the spear and slashes Blue Cap across the 

belly with his sword before he can strike again. His guts spill out as he 

groans and falls to the side.  

A shriek from the pony draws my attention and I see the Drooler 

closing in on her, knife in hand. I move as quickly as I can and bite his ear, 

hard. Blood fills my mouth as he drops his knife and tries to pull my teeth 

off his ear with his one hand...instead I pull his ear off with a juice rip. He 

screams and runs away, clutching his head.  

Stellon shouts and I look back to see Yellow Teeth dancing backward 

out of Stellon’s reach—Stellon’s arm is bleeding! I go over and try to bite 

another man in the head but he ducks out of the way and turns on me. He 

swings a ball covered in spikes at my head and barely misses. I back up as 

quickly as I can but run out of ground when my rear hits a tree. There’s 

nowhere to go and he’s getting ready to swing at me again and I know I’m 

going to die, when there’s a thud and sucking sound as one of Dagger’s 

small blades lodges itself in the man’s neck. I quickly let out my breath 

and see Dagger take down another man surrounding Stellon. 



Only Brusive and Yellow Teeth remain. Stellon has a gash on his leg 

and is getting tired, but he’s still fighting well. Yellow Teeth is bleeding 

and soon Brusive is, too. Together they back Stellon up against the fire so 

there’s nowhere for him to retreat.  

“Dagger!” Stellon shouts, “Any time, now!”  

“Working on it!” she yells from the woods to my left, distracting 

Yellow Teeth, who Stellon quickly dispatches with a thrust to the chest. 

Wheezing and gurgling, he falls. 

“Ye bastard!” Yells Brusive, spittle flying, “Ye done killed all me 

men! You’ll pay for this! AH!” he yells as Dagger gets him in the arm 

with a star, but it’s not his sword arm and he swings at Stellon with his 

huge sword. Stellon staggers from the strength of the blow, which he 

blocked with the spear held by his wounded arm, and I’m not sure he can 

withstand another one. I creep towards them, intending to distract Brusive. 

Dagger lands another star in Brusive’s massive shoulder as he raises his 

greatsword again, causing him to falter. Stellon immediately takes 

advantage and slices across Brusive’s throat. He falls with a massive thud 

and gurgles terribly as he dies. 

Stellon sinks to the ground, exhausted. Dagger goes to him, as I am, 

and looks at me sharply. I stop in my tracks and look at the ground.  

“What happened?” she asks him. He shrugs off his cloak with a 

grimace and they examine the cuts in his arm and leg. 

“I was just sharpening one of the spears when they all came out of 

the woods, eight of them, and said they were going to eat us,” Stellon 

winces as Dagger prods his wound and wraps it tightly with a length of 

cloth.  

“And…” Dagger prompts, taking a look at the wound to his thigh. 

“And I tried to talk them out of it, saying I had biscuits and 

pantercat...but the big man, Brusive, said they wanted manflesh and 

horseflesh, not biscuits. So they attacked. I have no idea who they were, 

but I think the fact that there’s a group of cannibals prowling about is a 

sign of the times.” 

“One got away,” she says, “I’ll go hunt him down after we get you 

patched up. I think I found their last camp while I was scouting. There 

were human remains, picked clean, and red handprints everywhere. It’s 

good I came back to warn you, eh?” She’s trying to make Stellon feel 

better, but I can see he’s too tired and too hurt to really care right now.  

“Yes, thanks,” he says, “Ash took care of a few, too. Still think she’s 

ordinary?” One corner of his mouth lifts slightly.  

“Hm, maybe,” Dagger replies, getting up, “I’m going to find some 

rhuberries for you. Where did you find the ones for Ash?” 



“By the stream, near the yoak with three arms,” says Stellon, closing 

his eyes, “I’m just going to rest a bit.” 

“Alright, but you better be alive when I come back,” Dagger warns. 

“I’ll try,” he says to her, “But not too hard…” he whispers as she 

walks away, and closes his eyes. 

 

  



19: Knives 

 

 
As usual, Father acquired valuable information. According to him, 

the Farmers are growing stronger and may be ready to join forces with the 

Luna Sisters. It is his opinion that Jerta can offer a substantial force and 

may, in fact, already have preparations for such. If what he suspects is 

true, then the combined forces of the Luna Sisters and Knights, the 

Farmers, and the Jertans might just be enough to overthrow Marcus and 

seize the throne. Of course, taking it by force will undoubtedly confuse 

Delaterrans, especially with all the propaganda about “rebels” and 

“insurgence” that Marcus has spread with the help of his Eyes and Ears. 

Then again, those same fear tactics have recently started working against 

him. 

After I memorize Father’s notes, I make sure Sister Prime receives 

them. Father knows of this arrangement—it’s why he writes them down in 

the first place. If Sister Prime is aware of my father’s role in this whole 

scenario, she’s never mentioned it. I wasn’t even aware of all the details 

until yesterday. Some of what he said sounds so outrageous, I almost doubt 

that it’s true. Were he and the other princes really so naive, so prideful 

that they brought no guards to protect themselves? The Father I knew 

growing up wouldn’t be so careless, but perhaps a young Jertan prince, 

eager to see the strangeness of the world, would be.  

“Are we ready?” Freya asks from the cart. She sits in the back, which 

we’ve padded down to improve the comfort. She wears leggings tucked 

into boots under a skirt that reaches mid-calf, suitable for traveling. A tight 

vest over her shift helps contain her breasts and provides easy access for 

the prince, who nestles close. The blue Numarian garb was left behind at 

the Temple, where it will be cut up for use as rags. We made a makeshift 

shade for the cart that should keep the sun off Freya and the prince, though 

the rest of cart is open to the air, which means we will not be able to travel 

in the rain. Usually the weather is agreeable this time of year, but any 

benefit from good weather is negated by the number of travelers on the 

road because of it. The journey will likely be slow.  

The prince is wrapped tight in the swandeer skin, reminding me of 

Freya’s explanation the other night of what transpired between us and 

Ruvsá on the ship. Not only did I likely insult Ruvsá by trying to pay, 

twice, for the gift, but I blundered when thanking her. I should’ve given 

her a gift in return. Freya doubts very much that Ruvsá will hold a grudge, 

but if I ever run into her again I should give her something, a small token 

of gratitude. Swandeer are native to Numar and can be found in the 



northern regions. The white, delicate fur is coveted by high-born ladies; 

consequently, swandeer are rare nowadays.  

I finish tightening the horses’ tack and take my seat on the plank next 

to Groff. Freya and I again pretend to be man and wife, and Groff is 

Freya’s father. Our new last name is Miller, a close variation of Freya’s 

surname that is also the name of one of the Farmer factions. Groff’s hair is 

gray and white, but his eyes are a blue close enough to Freya’s to suggest a 

family resemblance. A scraggly, flaxen draft horse, Quade, pulls our cart.  

Stormrider is in a stall close by, huffing his black mane out of his 

eyes. “Just a minute,” I say, hopping off the seat and going over to 

Stormrider, “Goodbye, friend. May you always ride hard and fast.” I give 

his nose a pat and he nickers once before nibbling on some hay. It may be 

some time before I see him again. 

“Alright,” I say, hopping back on the plank, “Now we can go.” 

Quade pulls us out into the streets. Mid-morning in Westport means 

full streets, so Groff drives aggressively to steer the cart into the line of 

horses traveling south through the city. Residents and travelers on foot 

walk beside the horses and carts, seemingly heedless of the danger. I’ve 

always wondered why people walk so close. Not a day goes by where 

some poor fellow (or child, more like) isn’t injured or killed by a horse or 

cart.  

It’s almost noon by the time we clear Westport. Much of the 

congestion dissipated as travelers headed to the harbor, but the road is 

nowhere near empty. It will likely take us over a week to make it all the 

way to the Crossroads, and that’s only if the journey goes as planned. I’m 

glad Groff is the one going with us and hope his patient, stalwart nature 

will rub off on me during the trip. There is only one consolation I can think 

of for the slow journey—I can rest and cut ties with bracer, for the 

meantime, anyway.  

With any luck we’ll make it to Dale by nightfall so we can stay at an 

inn. The Bluebell Inn, if my memory serves me correctly. I’ve traveled all 

over Delaterra in the four years since becoming a Luna Knight, and have 

stayed in almost every town and city. Dale has a reputation for being 

strangely strict in their local laws. Perhaps it is due to the town’s proximity 

to the royal city, Adamantolis, that they are so keen to ensure “justice” is 

upheld. Most travelers don’t seem to notice, but of course I did. As long as 

we keep to ourselves and stick to our roles, we should make it through 

Dale just fine.  

I wonder, then, if Dagger passed through this way. If so, there might 

be a person or two who could tell me what I need to know. Not that I could 

really do anything with the information, but at least I could keep track of 

her until I can go after her myself. My priority right now is the prince and 



his safety. Dagger, wherever she is, will just have to take care of herself 

for the time being.  

I turn back to Father’s words yesterday, to occupy my mind. He 

spoke of “The Feast”. Jertans have what they call a “feast” every 

midsummer, where tribes from all over Jerta travel to meet and celebrate 

together. Marriages are performed, goods are traded, and many promises 

are made. Then, a week later, they all go their separate ways for another 

year. Is it possible Father meant the Jertans will gather for their annual 

feast in Delaterra? That would not go over well for King Marcus, or many 

Delaterrans for that matter.  

The part “Jertans will rain from the sky” is a little trickier. If it’s a 

line from the prophecy, there could be a literal meaning or a figurative 

meaning. Jertans could jump out of trees, for instance, which could be 

falling from the sky. Or it could mean there will be so many Jertans in 

Delaterra, it would be like Jertans had fallen from the sky.  

There are too many factors at play and far too much uncertainty. The 

prince is too young to be put on the throne, the Luna Knights and Sisters 

are working separately, the Farmers are doing their own work rallying the 

people, and now the Jertans may possibly be organizing an invasion, as 

well. What we need is more cooperation. Someone needs to convince each 

faction to actively work together, which may not be that difficult. The 

biggest obstacle is trust. I suppose, once the prince is safe in the care of the 

Master of Shadows, I could take it upon myself to approach the Farmers 

and Jertans. I’m already familiar enough with the Farmers to know how I 

could join their cause, and my Jertan blood (not to mention being the son 

of a lost prince) just might open certain ears.  

Groff interrupts my thoughts with a song, a scratchy but lively 

rendition of ‘Old Brown Nag’: 

 

Oh, I wen’ ta town 

On my ol’ brawn nag 

She threw a shoe 

So I left my nag 

 

Oh, I walked ta town 

On my own two feet 

An’ I lost my shoes 

In the muddy creek 

 

When I got ta town 

What did I see? 

But my nag an’ shoes 



Returned ta me 

 

Yea, my ol’ brawn nag 

An’ my muddy shoes 

Were returned ta me 

 

To our mutual surprise, Freya joins in at the second verse. Her diction does 

not quite match Groff’s, but her clear voice brings a smile to his leathery 

face. I can hear the prince coo and gurgle to the song, which only broadens 

Groff’s smile. Perhaps this journey won’t be as dull as I thought. 

 

*** 

 

The Bluebell Inn is nearly full, but we manage to rent the suite on the 

second floor. It’s more expensive, which is likely the cause of its vacancy, 

and it boasts two beds and a parlor area. The innkeeper glances at me 

suspiciously while Groff pays for our room, but seems placated by baby 

Rik. We arrive in town just as the sun sets, so the tavern is full for the 

evening meal. I ask the innkeeper for trays of food to be brought to our 

room, sliding a silver coin across his bar. More than enough. He grabs it 

up eagerly and assures us our dinner will be brought up shortly. 

Quite a few of the patrons also stare at me too long as we climb the 

stairs to our room. I’m used to strange looks—my swarthy skin and black 

hair don’t exactly blend in well with the blond and brown heads more 

common to this country. Unlike Dagger, though, I dress to blend in, and 

am usually successful in doing so. However, part of me wonders if Dagger 

was here recently. We look very similar, apart from our height, and 

perhaps these folks are suspicious for good reason. After dinner I will find 

out. 

Once we are behind closed doors, Freya sits down on the bed and sets 

to feeding the prince. Groff turns his head, embarrassed, as Freya offers 

her breast to Rik. I shrug at Groff, who moves to a corner and busies 

himself with our luggage.  I’m already used to it. 

“Didn’t you ever have a wife, Groff?” Freya asks, covering up a little 

with a shawl when she sees how uncomfortable he is. 

“No,” he replies, “We weren’ allowed ta have wives in the Royal 

Swords, then by the time I was kicked out, I was too old. No’ that it 

matters, since Luna Knights also swear no’ ta marry while in service.”  

“Why, that’s terrible!” Freya exclaims, upsetting Rik, who protests 

with a cry before latching back on. 



“Is it?” Groff asks with a shrug, “I can’ miss what I never knew, can 

I? Besides, I don’ have a wife and bairns that can be used against me. 

Nothin’ quite like threatenin’ a man’s wee babe for information, ya know.” 

“I suppose,” Freya concedes, “I just can’t imagine not ever knowing 

Lorens or having Milla.” There’s a catch in her voice.  

“And you would’ve done anything to protect them, right?” I ask her. 

She nods, holding Rik close. 

We’re interrupted by a knock on the door as dinner arrives. An older 

woman brings in a large tray full of food and sets it on our table. The 

innkeeper is certainly keen to keep our business, it would seem, judging by 

the quantity of food. Groff examines the food before we begin; his long 

service in the Royal Swords gave him unparalleled skills for detecting 

poisons, even without tasting the food first.  

Freya finishes nursing Rik and lays him on the bed, where he is 

happy to flail his arms and look around. She joins Groff and me at the 

table and piles her plate high. Groff eyes her plate and I shake my head 

slightly, warning him not to say anything. She needs to eat well while we 

can. 

The journey seems to have returned my appetite, so I also pile my 

plate with the roast duck, honeyed ham, braised turnips, and assortment of 

stewed vegetables. There’s an entire loaf of bread for us to share, which 

we slather with fresh butter. Groff uncorks the ale provided with the meal 

and pours each of us a cup. Rik watches us from the bed and coos in our 

direction, his eyes half-closed.  

“Should make it ta Adamantolis tomorrow,” Groff says, sitting back 

from his meal, “I suspect there will be Eyes an’ Ears everywhere. Pity 

there’s no other way through.” 

“It will take us a day or so to get through the blasted city,” I say, 

easing back into my chair, too, “And that’s assuming there aren’t any 

accidents on the road. At least there aren’t any festivals to worry about, 

with Marcus being in the north.” 

“Festivals? But Mid-Summer is over a month away!” says Freya, 

confused. 

“Aye, but Marcus is very fond o’ his festivals and feasts,” says Groff, 

“It’s rare for him ta go a fortnight withou’ one.” 

“You can imagine the kind of splendor required to fuel these frequent 

festivals,” I say after some ale, “You’d think the city folk would be sick of 

them, but they look forward to the fresh faces these spectacles bring in. 

And fresh coin. The poor love them, too, for there are lots of scraps for 

them to stuff their bellies with to tide them over ‘til the next one. There 

isn’t much for them to eat in between, though. Marcus doesn’t often go out 

of his way to keep his people alive.” 



 

*** 

 

After our dinner, Freya lies down with the prince and falls straight to 

sleep. Groff says he’ll take the first watch, so I head down to the tavern to 

see if I can learn anything worthwhile. There’s no greater source of 

information than a man deep in his cups. Only a few men are still around, 

gathered at a table playing Penny Parry. Judging by the loudness of their 

laughter, they are well on their way to drunk. Right now they are enjoying 

themselves, but they are probably only a bad hand away from a fight. 

“What round are you on?” I ask, sitting down with my mug of ale. 

Every full round, complete after each player takes his turn drawing cards, 

players can enter or leave Penny Parry. Two of the men scowl at me, while 

two glance at each other. All smile when I jingle my full sack of coins. 

“Twelve,” says one of them, “Care to join the next round?” 

“Aye. I’m a little rusty, hope you fellows don’t mind. Haven’t had 

much opportunity to play since my boy was born, you understand,” I say, 

taking a big swig of my ale. 

The men mutter their sympathies, which contrasts with the greedy 

gleams in their eyes. Perfect—they plan to swindle me, and they think it 

will be easy. This is the best possible scenario for gleaning information 

from them. Overconfidence will make them chatty, further aided by the 

ale. I plan to order each of them another mug in celebration after I win the 

first round, then lose consistently until round thirty or so, then take all their 

money. It will be a perfect evening. 

“Jon,” says the man to my left, pointing to his chest with his thumb, 

then proceeds to point to the other men seated around the table, “Burrows, 

Pin, and Scot. You are?” 

“Rickard,” I say, “Just passing through for the night. Lovely town 

you got here. Excellent ale.” I take another appreciative swig. 

Jon scoffs, “Should be. Brewed it myself. Now, you putting in the 

full ten or you playing on hope?” 

I pull out ten pennies from my purse and put them in front of me. 

Penny Parry is the game of the poor, since it costs just ten pennies to buy 

your way into a game. Most workers can afford that, though it’s possible 

to play on ‘hope’, too: players simply put in as many pennies as they have. 

The catch is they forfeit all those pennies unless they win at least ten, at 

which point they can actually buy their way into the game or they can 

leave it. If players put in ten pennies at the start, they can leave after any 

complete round, whether they have a gain or a loss.  

“What suit ya want?” asks Pin, getting out his box of cards. Penny 

Parry is a flexible game. There are ten suits of cards so up to ten people 



can play. Each player picks a suit, which is why it’s so easy to enter and 

leave the game, since new players come in with a new suit. I pick the 

knives, purely to humor myself. A quick glance around shows me Jon has 

swords, Burrows has shields, Pin has arrows, and Scot has oars. Some 

suits are more desired than others, purely for aesthetic reasons. The men 

I’m playing with have chosen the most popular suits, which is the 

advantage the first players of the game have. It isn’t often a man will pick 

hearts or rubies unless all other suits are taken. 

It doesn’t matter how many players there are since they all play on 

the same deck of cards. Each player has his suit cards, with one to ten 

small circles on them. The circles are for the sake of the players who can’t 

read: instead, they just count the number of symbols on each card. The 

dealer sets one card per player on the table, and then gets to play his cards 

first. The goal is to match as many suit cards as possible to the cards on the 

table. The dealer has the advantage of placing his cards first, but another 

player can ‘parry’ and try to take the match away. Each suit card can only 

be played once until all the cards are played, then the whole pile can be 

picked up to play again. A round is over when each player has dealt. It is 

then that a player can leave the game or a new player can join. 

Jon draws first, placing cards of five, one, six, three, and nine on the 

table. After thinking for a moment, Jon places his swords on the five and 

nine to complete his turn. Burrows puts his shield on the five and says, 

“Parry.” 

Jon grimaces, but picks up the die—the defender rolls. “Evens or 

odds?” he asks. 

“Evens,” says Burrows, taking a big gulp of ale. 

Jon rolls a four and curses as Burrows takes one of his pennies. All 

cards are left on the table so that every player has a chance to parry. Of 

course, players don’t have to parry, but that’s one of the two ways to win 

coins in the game. The other way is to have the most matches at the end of 

the round, since the player with the most matches collects one penny from 

each of the other players.  

“Say, Burrows,” says Pin, taking his winnings from the round, “Did 

they ever find the two that run off?” 

“Nah,” he grumbles, drinking deep, “Good riddance, I say.” 

“Who ran off?” I ask conversationally as Burrows draws five cards 

and lays them out.  

“’Bout a week ago, fellow who called himself ‘Brown’ and this 

‘Lady’,” he stops to snort, “Mussel-pipsqueak came ta town, killed a 

‘horse-thief’, so they say, then run off afore justice could be done. Was me 

who had ta patch their horse up. Funny thing is, it had wounds like a horse 



run too hard, picked in the rear with a blade. Probably was a thief they 

killed.” 

“My, that’s terrible,” I say, outwardly showing concern. My heart, 

however, beats a bit fast. Dagger was here, just a few days ago! “Did they 

head for the city, do you think?” 

“Nah, guards would’ve caught ‘em if they’d taken the King’s Way. 

Must’ve either gone back the way they came, or headed cross-country. 

Like I said, good riddance.” 

“Indeed.” I take another swig of ale. So, a few days away from home 

and Dagger is already an outlaw. Wherever she’s going, she’s’ going to 

need to act with much more caution or she’ll never make it to her 

destination. It’s not my fault if she doesn’t heed the advice I’ve been 

giving her for years. I warned her, repeatedly, that her temper would be her 

undoing. I can just imagine her charging after the horse thief, throwing 

caution and discretion to the wind. “Oh, is it my turn to draw?”  

I draw a two, eight, five, seven, and another five. Perfect—I will 

easily win this round. It’s not difficult to cheat at Penny Parry, but it is 

difficult to cheat without anyone catching on.  The concentration required 

helps sharpen my mind. Though not necessarily a traditional means of 

mental exercise, I do what I can to help keep my wits sharp. The evening 

passes quickly and it’s close to midnight by the time I go back upstairs 

with a heavy purse.  

 

*** 

 

Unfortunately, the men took their losses much better than I thought 

they would. No one barged into our room, weapons drawn. No one 

grumbled while we packed our bags and made ready to leave. No one 

followed us out of town. It’s enough to leave me suspicious and irritated, 

since I could use some “questioning” to get rid of the frustration I’m 

feeling. Not that I’d probably learn much more, as I think they told me 

everything they knew last night. Part of my frustration stems from the fact 

that I cannot act on the information, or even send word to Father. Every 

single message going in and out of our keep is monitored. 

The late night and lack of bracer takes its toll on me, and I keep 

dozing off next to Groff. I only slept for a few hours before he woke me to 

take the next watch. He, of course, is well-rested.  

“Go on in the back an’ rest,” he says kindly, “There’s no danger at 

the moment, an’ if there is, I’d rather you be rested to help me take care of 

it.” 

I bite back a retort, knowing the lack of sleep and anxiety I feel for 

Dagger are the reason behind it.  



“Very well,” I concede, hopping into the back of the cart, next to 

Freya.  

There’s not much room in the back for all three of us, so she lays the 

sleeping prince down in a basket beside me and moves up beside Groff. 

Though the back is padded, the wheels are so loud I doubt I’ll be able to 

sleep. However, after a few minutes, I find that the noise is rather 

soothing, so I drift off, eager for rest. 

 

*** 

 

Rik’s hungry wail wakes me. Judging by the sun, it is past noon. I sit 

up and see that Freya is ready to hop into the back, a frantic look on her 

face. Groff stops her and instead pulls off the road into a clearing meant 

for resting travelers. There are wet spots on the front of her vest and I 

realize it has been about five hours since his last feeding. 

“We didn’t want to wake you,” Freya says, opening her shift, “Either 

of you.”  

I take a long drink of water from my skin. I feel extremely well-

rested, much more so than I thought I could in those circumstances. Groff 

pumps a bucket of water for Quade so I get out food for our lunch. I pass 

Freya a wedge of cheese, which she can eat with her free hand while 

feeding Rik.  

“Mind taking the reins after lunch?” Groff asks after tending to 

Quade, “Could use a rest myself.” 

“Sure,” I say. If we’re lucky, we’ll make it to Adamantolis before 

dark.  There are plenty of places to stay, but few are actually safe. The nice 

places are just as dangerous as the flea-pits, except the dangers aren’t as 

honest as the fleas. Sure the innkeeper will provide a nice meal and a bed, 

but many also work for the king, directly and indirectly. However, I do 

know of one inn run by a Farmer, where we’ll likely be safe. I ask Groff if 

he’s ever heard of The Cat’s Tale. 

“Heard of it?” he scrunches up his brow, “No, I haven’. Is tha’ where 

we’re stayin’?” 

“Hopefully, if there’s room. Should be a safe place for us. If not 

there, we’ll have to take our chances with another place.” 

After we’re refreshed, I lead Quade back onto the road. The King’s 

Way begins after Dale and is wide enough to accommodate four, perhaps 

five, of our carts. The smooth granite sparkles in the sun, all the way to the 

Crossroads. The granite was placed decades ago with a combination of 

hard labor and sorcery and has kept up well, despite heavy use. We are far 

from the only travelers and solitary riders pass us frequently. 



Groff stays silent, leaning back on his arm to try and get comfortable. 

I tell him he can go in the back to rest, but he shakes his head ‘no’.  

“It’s not very comfortable up here,” he says to me, quietly. 

What he means is, Freya wasn’t very comfortable up here. Groff is a 

hard man, which can only be expected after his long years of living the 

hard life of a knight, but he has a warm heart. Sister Prime chose our 

companion well. 

A unit from the Way Guard rides past. It’s their duty to patrol the 

King’s Way and assist with accidents, but they’ve also been known to 

arrest “suspicious” travelers on tips from the Eyes and Ears. Their ambling 

palfreys pass us with ease. Both the horses and the Guards wear green, 

caparisons for the horses and hongrelines and felt caps for the Guards. In 

the warmer months the short cloaks are linen, but in colder months they 

use wool lined with fur to keep them warm. Most of the King’s Knights 

spend at least one season in the Way Guard, though some say there are 

ways to avoid this tedious duty. 

Unlike Westport, which sprawls for miles as it gradually morphs 

from country to metropolis, Adamantolis is contained behind tall, white 

stone walls. There are a few cottages outside the walls, but for the most 

part, the transition to city is instantaneous. A gate as wide as the King’s 

Way is watched by more of the Way Guard, who stop each traveler 

entering. They occasionally stop travelers leaving, too. We wait in line, 

eager to get inside the walls to find The Cat’s Tale.  

“Business?” says one of the Guard, barely giving us a glance. 

“Passing through tomorrow,” I say, “On our way to the Crossroads.” 

“Names?” he asks, preparing to write. 

“Miller,” I respond, “Kevyn, Freya, and Rik. Freya’s father, Groff 

Black.” 

He writes down our names and purpose before waving us through the 

gates. I wasn’t worried about the gates, not really. So many people pass 

through every day it’s rather difficult to keep track of them all. Besides, by 

the end of the day most of the Way Guards are thinking of a hot meal and 

cold ale, not who might be entering the city with ill intent. 

The King’s Way continues through Adamantolis, though within the 

city walls it’s reserved strictly for those passing through the city. 

Otherwise, it would be so congested no one would ever make it from one 

gate to the other. Wide streets branch off the King’s Way, directing traffic 

to the most expensive shops and inns in the city. Unwary travelers lose an 

entire year’s wages in a week, convinced they are getting the best deals. 

We push our way past, ignoring the calls of shop-owners, innkeepers, and 

whores to stop and spend our money. Too many travelers, tired from the 

road, heed the tempting calls and turn off. We press on. 



Perhaps a half hour later we make it to The Cat’s Tale. The worn 

wood exterior suggests a humble interior, perhaps enticing fewer inside 

than if the building had a fresh coat of paint. Groff, Freya, and Rik head 

inside while I steer Quade around to the back. The stable is cramped, and 

there’s almost no room for our cart, but thankfully the stableman helps 

make it fit. City folk have to be creative with their confined spaces, almost 

to an art. 

Despite the full stables, the inn is not crowded. Groff calls to me as I 

enter, and I go over to their corner table. Freya looks tired, while Rik is 

alert from a long day of dozing in the back of the cart. 

“Our dinner should be out soon,” he says, “Lamb stew tonight.” He 

pours us each a cup of ale. We hear a strum from the other side of the 

room as a bard readies his instrument for a song. His clothing is plain, his 

instrument a bit battered, and his lined face suggests hard times, or perhaps 

old grief. My expectations are not high. 

A big man with a yellow beard roars, “Play us ‘The Farmer on the 

Hill’!” Others around the room cheer, excited for this favorite. The bard 

bows his head gracefully, mocking the fancy bards found at court and 

takes a sip of wine before launching into his song: 

 

The farmer on the hill 

He lives for thrills and kills 

So every mole he crosses 

He beheads and then he tosses 

Ho! 

Oh! The farmer on the hill 

As black as earth he tills 

He plants such rotten seed 

It only feeds his greed 

Ho! 

The farmer on the hill 

He tripped and took a spill 

Down the hill he went 

And then his life was spent! 

Ho! 

 

After every refrain, each man in the tavern raises his cup and shouts, 

“Ho!” with the bard before taking a drink. The bard wins a wry smile from 

me and a frown from Groff. He certainly has balls, singing so openly, 

albeit laced with allusions and metaphors, about King Marcus. It’s one 

thing to council with the Luna Sisters and Knights, to be surrounded by a 

group dedicated to restoring Teodorik to the throne. It’s quite another to sit 



in an inn right in the middle of the Royal City and hear such a song. This 

bard, who I was quick to judge, is just as brave as any Luna Knight in 

fighting Marcus’ evil reign. I tip him well. 

 

*** 

 

The noise from the city wakes us all before the sun rises. Groff 

groans as he sits up from his bed on the floor, his old bones cracking. Both 

of us slept on pallets on the floor and let Freya have the one bed. Though 

we could easily afford enough rooms to accommodate all of us, Groff and 

I take turns guarding just one room. “Never think anywhere is safe,” the 

Master of Shadows told us often, “For it is often when you are most 

vulnerable that your death will advance. Never give it that opportunity.” 

The Cat’s Tale is one of the safest places we could be in the city, but that 

doesn’t matter. We stick to our code everywhere. 

Our plan was to split the night shifts, but last night Freya and Rik 

were awake for most of it too, so none of us got much rest. Going through 

the city today will be hell. Our fatigue will only be made worse by the 

noise and smell from the city, and the jostling of the cart on the cobbled 

roads. But if I had any desire to stay and rest another day, it’s entirely 

surpassed by my need to be completely free of the city. 

Freya looks terrible. Her face is blotchy and her eyes are puffy, 

hiding the watery green-blue eyes that are normally so clear. Groff doesn’t 

look much better and I’m sure I don’t, either. I splash cool water on my 

face and rub down with a cloth.  

“If I though’ it was possible ta fall back asleep, I’d say we should,” 

Groff grumbles, “But we better jus’ get up. There’s no fallin’ back asleep 

in this racket.” 

We pack up and Groff hauls our bags outside while I see what kind 

of breakfast we can scrounge up from the innkeeper. After some poking 

around downstairs, I find a cook making porridge and sausages. He’s in a 

cheerful mood, whistling the tune to “The Farmer on the Hill” as he stirs 

the porridge and flips the sausages. His big belly protrudes under a greasy 

apron. He’s more than happy to provide breakfast for us after I toss him 

some coins. In moments, he brings out steaming bowls of porridge with 

butter and a plate of crisp sausages. It’s a hearty breakfast that should see 

us through the noon hour. 

Quade is not enthusiastic about heading out into the city again, no 

more than any of us. He flicks his flaxen tail in annoyance and shuffles his 

feet while Groff readies the cart. We have to maneuver carefully in the 

cramped space, but after two tries we make it out onto the road.  



After an hour of trudging through the thick traffic, we make it back 

onto the King’s Way. In the busiest part of the city we pass The Gibbet. 

We actually smell it long before we see it—the dangling bodies in assorted 

stages of decay give off varying potencies of rot. Some are fairly fresh, 

some are black with flies, and some are so far gone they are barely held 

aloft by meat hooks pierced through their chests. All have signs nailed to 

their corpses proclaiming, “Traitor”, while their heads keep watch nearby, 

displayed on spikes. Each head has a stalk of wheat jammed in its mouth. 

The wheat serves as a subtle reminder to city folk that Farmers are traitors. 

The king may think this would discourage his people from joining the 

Farmers, but I believe the opposite is true. 

A king should have the love of his people. If he doesn’t, he needs to 

remedy his ways so he can win it. Killing unhappy citizens is no way to 

win love. Many kings have argued that they do not need the love of their 

people, just their respect and obedience. True, respect and obedience 

usually beget loyalty, at least the kind inspired by duty. Love, however, is 

a much harder bond to betray. Clearly Marcus did not study the Hundred 

Years of a Thousand Battles as he should have, nor has he taken The 

Thorn’s advice to heart.  

My smile at thinking of The Thorn falls from my face as I remember 

he is now dead. Father’s notes included a long report of what happened to 

The Thorn, whom he greatly admired. Thornton Delarosa’s pamphlets 

were too popular, his messages too right. I’ve read many of them, and each 

stirred something in me that reinforced my belief in our cause. I am not 

alone. His pamphlets, I suspect, were a great source of inspiration for the 

Farmers.  

Unfortunately for him, his attempt at bettering the Kingdom was not 

appreciated. The Thorn paid for his belief with his life, as many do, and 

his entire family was killed with him. The only comfort in his death is that 

it amplifies the need for Marcus’ defeat. Marcus may have killed The 

Thorn, but in doing so he ensured the immortality of The Thorn’s 

ideologies and messages. Father has made hundreds of copies of The 

Thorn’s pamphlets over the years, giving them to me to distribute when I 

come home. It’s one way Father can fight with us.  

A few miles down the road is the Luna Temple of Adamantolis, a 

huge marble temple unlike the others we’ve visited, and Freya pokes her 

head over the bench to ask why we didn’t stay there. Groff glances at her 

sharply, and I quietly tell her that I’ll explain later. The gold statue of Luna 

that sits above the temple entrance disgusts me, the purpose of the Luna 

Sisters grossly twisted to suit the needs of the king, not the people.  

The Luna Sisters of Adamantolis are almost all pawns of the king. 

We learned this the hard way, with the deaths of many good Sisters and 



Knights. Fortunately for us, the king believes he got rid of everyone 

involved in the plot he discovered. He also believes the rest of us are too 

afraid or loyal to try anything again. It’s not safe to set foot in that temple. 

Even though there are a few still loyal to our cause there, they are greatly 

outnumbered by the ones who would happily hand us over to the king, 

smiles on their self-righteous faces.  

Around noon we pass the Royal Palace. It’s set back from the King’s 

Way a few hundred yards, behind multiple gates. The palace sits on a hill, 

overlooking Adamantolis, and is surrounded by two high walls. Many 

Knights have tried to steal into the palace in order to assassinate King 

Marcus, but all have failed. Even with the most careful plans, identical 

uniforms, and months of preparation, somehow they are found out. The 

last attempt was years ago, when we decided that the best course of action 

is to win the country to defeat the king, not defeat the king to win the 

country.  

If he were at home, the king could observe the city and the King’s 

Way with his magicked spyglass, made by Ignizio, the Flame Sorcerer. For 

his service, the king awarded Ignizio the Opal of Opportunity, which 

promptly turned the sorcerer mad. Father suspects that he is responsible for 

burning Delarosa Keep and everyone in it to the ground. Marcus must’ve 

known he’d create a monster with the gift of that opal. History tells us too 

much power can only ever result in evil, even with the best intentions. Not 

that any bearer has ever had good intentions for the opal.  

The Opal of Opportunity was found in Jerta, an opal so large it has to 

be held with two hands. Its ability to concentrate and amplify power led to 

its name, the Opal of Opportunity, for with it a sorcerer can supposedly 

accomplish anything. Unfortunately, the only limit is the sorcerer’s own 

morals. The previous owner, Oskuro, reportedly accomplished many dark 

deeds with its power before his death. Now, Ignizio wreaks destruction on 

the Kingdom.  

We pass through tall gates identical to the ones we drove under 

yesterday to get into the city. I hold my breath as we pass beneath the wall, 

hoping we will not be stopped. It never bodes well to be stopped leaving 

the city, since it means either they paid attention and looked up our names 

when we entered, or that we look suspicious. Thankfully, we ride past 

without difficulty. The Way Guards are much too busy stopping incoming 

travelers to bother with us. The traffic thins considerably outside the city 

walls and I estimate we’ll make it to Chelton by nightfall.   

Groff sings “Old Brown Nag” again, happy to finally be out of 

Adamantolis. I’m tempted to join him, full of relief, but I have the voice of 

a crow according to Dagger. Dagger. Groff must see the worry on my 

face, for when he finishes the song he asks me what’s wrong. 



“It’s nothing,” I say, but he’s not convinced. 

“Clearly it’s no’ nothin’,” he grumbles, “I’m far older than you, 

remember. Why don’ ya oblige me wi’ yer troubles?” 

“It’s complicated,” I warn, “A little too complicated for the road. I’ll 

tell you about it tonight.” 

“On your honor?” Groff says with a wink.  

“You have my word,” I reply solemnly. One of the things I like about 

Groff is his past. He spent his life adhering to the King’s Code, which 

effectively beat out most of his obedience. Now, he serves the Luna 

Knights because he wants to, not just because he swore to. Besides, he 

may be able to offer some advice about how I can help Dagger from afar.  

 

  



20: Dagger 

 

 
The rhuberries are easy to find, thanks to Stellon’s directions. The 

berries themselves aren’t exactly poisonous, but sometimes they do more 

harm than good. I think back to Knives’ lesson about using them only 

when there isn’t another option. Right now, there doesn’t seem to be 

another option for Stellon, or his damned horse. Why did she have to get 

another injury? 

I pick two handfuls of the small pink berries and another two 

handfuls of their light green leaves. Since I’m by the stream, I top off my 

water skin, and wash my hands well.  

Stellon is sitting where I left him, unmoving by the fire. I wonder if 

he meant those words that I wasn’t supposed to hear, that he wouldn’t try 

very hard to stay alive. True, he witnessed something terrible up north, but 

if he truly wanted to die instead of live with the memory, wouldn’t he have 

killed himself by now? I sit down by him and am annoyed to see that he 

didn’t prepare his wounds for my treatment. 

“You could’ve at least gotten ready,” I say as I widen the slash in his 

breeches in order to get at the cut. I douse it with water to clean off the 

blood and am pleased to see it appeared worse than it actually is. The cut is 

maybe three inches long, but shallow. I stitch the tissue back together in 

six places before smearing the wound with the mashed berries and 

applying the leaf plaster.  

The wound on his arm is a little deeper, but there’s nothing about it 

that worries me greatly. I stitch closer together so the wound will have a 

harder time splitting back open and have just enough berries and leaves 

left over to cover the wound.  

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Stellon says belatedly, “Not 

that I care too deeply. I’ll die or I won’t.” 

“Well, I’ve done all I can, so you’re right: you’ll die or you won’t,” I 

tell him getting to my feet, “Now, I have a cannibal to hunt down. Do you 

think you’ll be fine without me?” 

Stellon shrugs and winces at the pain in his arm. 

“So long as nothing bothers us, then yes, we’ll be fine. But if another 

troupe of cannibals or an ogre rolls through, I’m afraid the horses and I are 

doomed.” He’s joking about the ogre, but if my suspicions are correct, 

ogres may be the next thing to worry about. 

“There’s something I need to talk to you about when I return,” I say, 

deciding I’d like more evidence before I tell him not only do I suspect the 

Dreadwood exists, but that we’re right in the middle of it. 



“Sure,” he says, uncorking his flask and taking a swig. He stares into 

the fire.  

If he was planning on saying anything else to me, such as “thank 

you”, I don’t wait around to find out. I leave them all and take the trail I’d 

found earlier, the one that leads southwest to the cannibals’ camp. The 

moss is gone from their frequent footfalls, leaving a firm trail to follow to 

their camp, which is perhaps half a league away. I hear it before I see it, 

since the man that lost his ear is rummaging crazily through all their 

belongings, blabbering to himself in a string of high pitched nonsense.  

He can’t have heard me approach, but when I’m just a few yards 

away he stops rummaging and looks up, alert. I hide low beneath the 

foliage, underneath a branch of stinkweed. The cannibal sniffs the air a 

few times before he shrieks and grabs the nearest weapon, an ax. I puzzle 

over his behavior for a moment, when I'm hit by a wall of stench, much 

more potent than the stinkweed. I nearly gag, but stop myself just as a 

large monster appears. 

The cannibal shrieks again and tries to make a run for it, but he trips 

on a sleeping roll. The monster grabs him by the leg and dangles him 

above a large, open mouth. The cannibal tries to swing the ax, but it makes 

no difference as the monster bites down hard, taking off the man’s head 

and arms in one bite, ax and all. I’m frozen, afraid to blink, but Knives 

taught me well and I take in as much about the monster as possible before 

he lumbers away, leaving no part of the man behind.  

The monster is large, perhaps the height of two men and weight of a 

large ox. He is naked, covered in hard, leathery skin. He had no trouble 

lifting the man and biting him in two. The monster must be an ogre! Fear 

causes my stomach to roll, but since the monster headed further west, I 

decide not to rush after it. Besides, I doubt I could kill it by myself. I try to 

recall the ogre’s face and think I saw that he had small eyes but big ears, 

so it’s possible the cannibal’s blabbering attracted the creature. Once I’m 

sure the ogre is gone, I decide to poke about the cannibals’ camp, relying 

on a breeze to alert me if the ogre returns. Now that I know its stench, I 

won’t wait around for it to eat me like the cannibal did.  

My search yields a stash of rusty weapons, many articles of clothing 

belonging to women and children, and a bag of coins. I find a spade in the 

pile of weapons and dig a shallow grave for the bones of the cannibals’ 

victims. I try to harden my heart as I move the bones into the pit, but can’t 

stop tears from falling as I move the smallest bones in the pile. That 

cannibal deserved to get eaten alive by an ogre. They all did! 

I put the clothes into the grave, too, and make a marker with the 

spade and a spear. It’s nearly dark when I’m done, so I take the coins and a 

few of the sharpest weapons and head back on the trail, stopping to wash 



up in the stream before I reach our camp. Stellon has traveler’s stew 

cooking, but I have no appetite. He seems in better spirits, at least.  

“Welcome back,” he says to me, sniffing, “You reek. What happened 

to you?” 

I sit down across the fire from him and pull my knees up to my chest.  

“Where to begin?” I say sarcastically, then breathe a few times to try 

and regain control of my feelings, “First, I suppose I should tell you we’re 

right in the middle of the Dreadwood. No, don’t laugh, I’m dead serious. I 

didn’t think it existed either, but after what I saw today, there’s no 

doubting it. That cannibal I went after? An ogre ate him.” 

“You aren’t serious,” Stellon says, his grin fading.  

“I said I was, didn’t I?” I snap, “An ogre twice as tall as you picked 

him up and bit his head off right in front of me! It happened at the 

cannibals’ camp while I was crouched under some stinkweed. That 

cannibal was making an awful lot of noise, which I think is what attracted 

the ogre. It all happened very fast, and then, the ogre headed off into the 

woods southwest of here. We should probably make some sort of barrier 

around our camp to slow him down if he comes this way, but I can’t do it 

right now. After digging a grave for all the bones, I’m too tired.” 

“Well, we’ll just be extra quiet tonight!” Stellon says, showing some 

of the optimism of when I first met him, “We should probably bank the 

fire now, then, don’t you think?” 

“Couldn’t hurt,” I reply, fatigue taking away any of the residual 

annoyance I might feel towards Stellon, “Oh, and I found this. There’s 

quite a bit of gold in there. Judging by the number of human bones, 

they’ve been collecting their victims’ money for quite a while. They even 

ate children.” 

My last comment casts a shadow over Stellon’s face.  

“I’m glad we killed them,” he says, “I wish we could kill them all 

again.”  

“Me too,” I say, laying my head on my knees. I wish Papi was here. 

He would know what to say to make it alright. If Knives were here, he’d 

know what to do to protect us from the ogre and whatever else is lurking in 

these woods. I’m staring at the fire, watching the flames dance, when they 

aren’t flames anymore. People dance in the fire: a girl with black hair 

(me?) and a tall, fair young man sway back and forth. He twirls her around 

and around, a brilliant smile on his face. The girl wears a bright green 

dress, but her face is half-covered by a black mask. The young man wears 

a mask, too, as they dance to the edge of the fire and disappear.  

I groan and press my eyes into my arm. Stellon looks at me with 

concern. 



“I know everything is not alright at the moment,” he says, “But is 

there anything I can do for you? I could make you some tea, and there’s 

some traveler’s stew left…” 

“Yes,” I say, surprising myself, “Tea. I have a pouch of mint leaves 

in my bag.” I don’t care if Stellon’s offer was empty or not, I need the tea 

to help stave off the headache. It’s not as bad as normal, and I wonder if 

the fire had anything to do with that. I’ve never seen a vision in flames 

before. Still, the throbbing pain is enough to make me ball my fists as 

Stellon finds my tea and makes me a cup.  

“Do you get these headaches often?” he asks, pushing a hot tin cup 

wrapped in a handkerchief into my hands. 

“More than I used to,” I say around clenched teeth, “Talking makes 

them worse.” 

“What makes them better?” he asks, carefully sitting down. 

“Tea. Quiet. Darkness.” 

“Alright, then, I’ll get us ready for the night,” he says, poking the 

logs in the fire so they collapse. “What do you think the chances are that 

ogre will find us?” 

“Don’t know,” I mumble, “The horses will definitely be able to smell 

him before we do.” 

Stellon gets to his feet again, cautious of his leg, and prepares the 

horses for the night. He drops my sleeping roll by my side. I finish my tea 

before unrolling it and slipping inside. I curl up, my back to the dying fire 

and press the heels of my hands into my eyes. The tea takes the edge off 

the pain, and I breathe deeply to try and relax my tense shoulders. 

Eventually I drift off to the sound of crackling coals.  

 

  



21: Flora 

 

 
Dagger spends the morning gathering branches and bracken and cuts 

down more after she gathers all she can find. The result is a tall enclosure 

surrounding our camp, with two paths just wide enough for me to pass 

through. Dagger says it won’t stop the ogre, but it may delay him long 

enough for Stellon and her to kill him. I want to get out of the forest as fast 

as possible, but I can barely walk to the stream for a drink without pain, so 

we’re stuck for the time being. Dagger takes the time to go through her 

entire pack, taking stock and reorganizing everything. She also sharpens 

and oils each of her nineteen blades. Half go back in her bag and two are 

kept in the open on her hips. The rest are placed in special sheathes all 

over her body.  

Stellon rests. It’s very hard for him to remain still and do nothing, but 

he knows as well as I that healing does not take place without rest. 

Yesterday, when Dagger was gone, he overexerted himself tying all the 

bodies to Dagger’s pony so she could pull them away from our camp. 

Today, he remains seated by the fire, carving the end of a long piece of 

wood. He’s not making a spear, since the motions he makes with his blade 

are not the downward strokes that create a sharp point. Instead he makes 

small, delicate cuts with a small knife.  

The waiting for me is torture. I want to run out of this forest, straight 

to Malisheram! Part of me realizes that even I could go there right this 

minute, it would be pointless because I can’t kill him in this form. You 

killed that man, a dark voice says in my head. I remember now. I stomped 

on him until he stopped moving, my hooves slick with his blood and 

brains. A wave of nausea rolls up from my stomach and I gag, except 

horses can’t really gag, so I make a wheezy sound instead. Dagger gives 

me a strange look. I did kill a man. Maybe I don’t need to turn back into a 

woman first in order to kill the sorcerer.  

 

*** 

 

A few days later, we pack up to head south. The plan is to journey 

slowly, rest for a day, then continue on gradually, at least until Stellon and 

I are healed. Dagger says, rather unnecessarily, that we need to be 

extremely cautious and quiet as we move through the Dreadwood. 

“Who knows what else is in this forest,” she says to Stellon. He 

agrees, but doesn’t seem nearly as nervous as Dagger. 



“Either we’ll die, or we won’t,” he says with a shrug. Dagger gives 

him a poisonous look.  

Stellon says as long as we’re careful, we can skirt around the east 

edge of the King’s Forest to make it south to Defuego Keep. There, we can 

recover fully and not have to worry about being eaten by ogres or turned in 

for a reward. Stellon is certain his brother Clive can pay off the Mayor of 

Dale.  

“He has a head for that sort of thing,” he says from the back of 

Dagger’s pony. He’s riding her so I don’t strain myself carrying anyone, 

while Dagger walks beside me. She figured out quickly that there’s no 

point in leading me by the bridle. “Me...all I have are some quick wits and 

a quicker tongue, which have gotten me into more trouble than out of it, as 

you know.” 

Dagger smirks and asks, “Doesn’t he just sell horses, though?” 

“Well, yes. He’s a breeder and businessman, but I suppose legal 

knowledge and bribery are just as important as bloodlines and figures. 

Most of the time Clive can keep a cool head, an advantage he’s had over 

me all my life. What business do you have with him, again? Does it have 

to do with those Sandstallions you mentioned?” 

“I didn’t tell you the first time and I won’t tell you now,” Dagger 

says, “It’s private. But remember, it’s important. Life-or-death important.” 

“And how old are you?” he asks sardonically, “You can’t be much 

older than thirteen or fourteen—” 

Dagger bristles as she replies, “I’m sixteen! Not that it matters. I’m 

not some silly little girl running away from home to find true love.” 

“Alright, no need to get defensive. I just have a hard time believing 

whatever it is you think you have to do is so important you’d stick with me 

for an audience with my beloved brother. He’s much too old for you, by 

the way.” 

“That’s not why I have to see him!” Dagger shouts as she blushes, 

“Now just leave it. You’ll probably find out eventually, but until then I 

can’t risk it.” 

“Alright, alright,” Stellon concedes, “I’ll leave it. But what do you 

want to talk about instead?” 

“We really should be quiet,” she snaps, “However, I am curious, how 

old are you, Sir Knight? You look far too young to be a Royal Sword.” 

“Ha,” Stellon barks out a laugh, “You’d be surprised. There have 

been lads as young as eighteen who make it into the Swords. I was 

knighted at twenty and sworn in by two and twenty. It doesn’t actually 

take much, just a knack for impressing the right person at the right time. 

Personally, I’m glad I’m out of it now. The only reason I went down that 



road to begin with was to get away from home and have a 

livelihood...which is now over.” He shakes his head. 

“Cheer up,” Dagger says, uncharacteristically bright, “Remember, 

you can have adventures now. Isn’t that better than serving some smelly 

old king?” 

“I suppose,” he concedes, “Even though I had dreams of retiring on a 

nice piece of land, living with a wife I love and a pack of children to play 

with. Simple dreams for a simple man.”  

I can see Dagger’s nose wrinkle up at the proposition of settling 

down to make a family. What is wrong with her? Family is the most 

wonderful thing in the world. I think, She must not have lost anyone 

special if she turns her nose up at the notion of family. True, it’s hard to 

miss those who aren’t gone...but once they’re gone, there’s never a way to 

get them back. I lower my head as my heart aches.  

 “I’ll never have a family,” Dagger decides, “Not one of my own. 

Family only makes you vulnerable.”  

Stellon doesn’t say anything in return, so the conversation dies. I 

ponder what I learned about these two. Dagger probably wouldn’t care, but 

Stellon might help me avenge my family once I turn back into a girl.  

Both fall silent for quite a while. Each time I glance at Stellon, he’s 

staring hard at the balding patch between the pony’s ears. Dagger 

constantly looks around us, behind us, and above us. Nothing will sneak 

up on us while she’s around, that’s certain. I wonder why she’s so 

paranoid, though? Family only makes you vulnerable, she had said. There 

must be a reason she believes that.  

The woods gradually thin to shine more light on the faint track we’re 

following. The trees grow brighter and the flowers start to look more 

familiar. Dagger looks a little less paranoid, but still alert, so I know we’re 

finally headed out of the Dreadwood.  

 

*** 

 

When it starts to get dark, we stop. The campsite isn’t ideal, but both 

Dagger and Stellon agree it’s pointless to waste time looking for a better 

one when there is firewood to find and dinner to cook. The pony and I get 

tethered in a small grassy patch. 

Surprising us all, Stellon says, “I feel like a song. What say you?” 

“Are you kidding? We need to be quiet!” 

“Too bad, I was in the mood to sing ‘Lady Ashara’. Do you know 

it?” 



“Who doesn’t? But if you’re just going to sing it to try and convince 

me your horse is magical, save your breath. Now, why don’t you do 

something useful?”  

Stellon bows as gracefully as he can over his sore leg and takes the 

water skins. He takes the piece of wood he’s been working on with him 

and I realize it’s a staff. Carved onto one end is a horse’s head. Dagger 

gets out her fire rocks and starts knocking them together, quickly starting a 

fire. I edge away from it, stopping when Dagger looks at me. 

“I’m going to regret, but nod your head twice if you can understand 

what I’m saying,” she says to me, a look of apprehension on her face. I 

briefly consider nodding, but instead dip my head to take a mouthful of 

grass.  

She sighs and says, “I knew it. I’m going absolutely insane.” She 

clears her throat and throws another log on the fire. Finding her bag, she 

gets out the means to make a supper for her and Stellon. 

Maybe I should’ve let on that I understand her. That would be 

dangerous, the voice of reason reminds me. True, of the two of them I 

trusted Dagger the least, but I didn’t trust Stellon much more. Not yet.  

Once dinner is bubbling, Dagger comes over to me and lays a gentle 

hand on my chest. She nods, satisfied, but returns to her bag for some 

more rhuberry leaves. Carefully, she peels off the leaves currently stuck to 

my chest and looks at the wound. I see relief in her eyes. Maybe she was 

genuinely concerned for my welfare, or maybe she’s happy her 

experiment—ouch! She presses hard on the incision. 

“Good, no pus,” she mumbles. She starts to make another paste with 

rhuberry leaves as Stellon returns with bulging water skins.  

“How is she?” he asks. 

“On the mend,” Dagger replies, “The rhuberries are working, just as I 

said they would. I should replace your leaves after supper.” 

There was no way to communicate to Stellon the relief I had seen in 

Dagger’s eyes, the doubt she had before making sure I was getting better.  

“Good,” he says, coming over to pat me on the back. A small shiver 

runs down my spine. “I was going to kill you if she died, then steal your 

pony.” 

“You couldn’t kill me!” Dagger says before she realizes he’s joking. 

Once she catches on, she smiles the first real smile I’ve seen from her. 

With a sinking heart, I realize that beneath the prickly, proud exterior, 

Dagger is very beautiful. Stellon probably won’t be able to help falling in 

love with her. I wander off to a new patch of grass to mull over my 

confused feelings. 

Suddenly, I’m filled with anger. At what or who, I’m not exactly 

sure, but it’s more than I can take so I toss my head high and try to run, but 



the pain in my chest stops me short, and Dagger’s threat of a blade to the 

heart, however serious, makes me stop moving altogether. I stamp my 

front feet as hard as the pain allows, frustrated that I can’t even run off my 

anger. If I were a girl, I’d be crying and yelling and throwing myself on 

my bed…but I can’t do that now and probably will never be able to again.  

Not for the first time, I wish myself dead. I’m a horse, a wounded, 

tired horse who is really a girl. But the only person who knows that is the 

last person who would do anything about it, since it’s by his design I’m a 

horse in the first place! I can’t run off to Malisheram by myself because 

I’d just get captured or killed on the way there. Even if I got there, do any 

of the sorcerers speak “horse”? Ha! I try to laugh, but a horrifying squeal 

comes out of me instead. Stellon and Dagger look at me with wide eyes 

and I know I’m a sight, I can feel how wild my eyes are and how loud I’m 

breathing, stamping my feet and tossing my head. I don’t care. It doesn’t 

matter what they think! My vision blurs and I turn my head quickly. Can 

horses cry? 

A warm hand on my back startles me, but it’s just Stellon. He looks 

distressed and there’s a different warmth to his gray eyes I don’t remember 

seeing before. Might it be compassion? I’m tempted to throw his hand off, 

but despite my anger towards him and my situation, I begin to feel 

comforted. 

“There, there,” he says softly, as he would to an upset child, “I know 

you’ve been through a lot, but it’s not all bad! As soon as we get to my 

brother’s, you’ll have a nice, safe place with plenty of sweet hay and other 

nice horses to chat with. No more excitement, no more fires, just peace and 

comfort for as long as you desire.”  

Curse him! I want to stay angry but it’s so hard to when his voice 

makes me feel like I’m melting. My anger slips away and I feel drained, 

empty.  

“There’s something seriously wrong with your horse,” Dagger 

mutters, “I don’t care what you think.” 

“She’s just been through a lot,” Stellon replies softly, “Both of us 

have. She’ll be fine with a little rest and a safe place. I just know it.”  

Ha! I think, If only it were that simple. I feel Dagger’s skepticism 

radiating off of her and wish there was some way to tell her I completely 

agree. 

 

  



22: Dagger 

 

 
Another night in the Dreadwood. Another night of anxiety. Stellon 

seems completely ambivalent about the danger we’re in, but I doubt he’d 

be so calm if he’d seen the ogre. At least I’m taking our safety seriously. I 

try to focus on the fact that we’ll finally move on again in the morning. 

Yesterday, we seemed to be on our way out of the Dreadwood, but it 

would be stupid to think we’re safe just yet, especially since this campsite 

is far from ideal. We’re in a clearing with trees to one side, but very little 

cover all around. It just feels too open. Stellon and Ash rest again, while I 

spend the day practicing. I knew it was stupid to ask if Ash could 

understand me, but at least I feel better for trying. Now I know she’s just a 

horse. A girl would’ve nodded, I’m sure. 

Going through all the maneuvers Knives taught me helps take my 

mind off the frustration I feel. We lost valuable time to that stupid 

pantercat and those vile cannibals. I could be on my way to Jerta by now if 

none of that had happened! Of course, we wouldn’t even be in this forest if 

it hadn’t been for the horse-thief. If I hadn’t had to kill him, we would’ve 

left Dale the next morning as planned and traveled the entire way to 

Defuego Keep on the King’s Way, easy as can be.  

I close my eyes, whirl around, open them, and throw—thwack! My 

star blade lands deep in the tree I aimed for. I do it again, aiming a foot 

below the blade lodged in the bark. Thwack! I hit my target. 

It’s a pity I’m so accurate when I’m angry. Knives always warned me 

that a calm mind produces the most accurate results, but when there isn’t 

much difference in my aim between having a clear mind or an angry one, I 

lost all incentive to master those calming techniques. Of course, there have 

been plenty of times I wish I had, but it’s too late now. According to 

Knives, I’m much too ingrained in my ways. At least they are still 

effective. 

Once my star blades are exhausted, I launch my three throwing 

knives. They are a bit heavier than the stars and sink deeper into the tree. I 

practice stabbing with my stiletto and slashing with my daggers. I even 

bring out my dirk. There are different moves for each blade in order to be 

the most effective. Of course, in a pinch almost any of the blades could be 

used with any move, depending on the situation. Blocking, slashing, 

stabbing, deflecting, slicing, nicking, shaving…what I love most about 

blades is their versatility. There’s only so much a person can do with a 

sword; little blades offer so much more. 



I clean each blade carefully before tucking it in its proper place, and 

then I begin my exercises. I’ve been negligent during this journey and feel 

the stiffness of my muscles as I lunge, jump, twist, stretch, and push my 

body. I use my own weight to strain my muscles, lifting myself up to a tree 

branch over and over until my arms quake. Then, I practice the tumbling 

moves Knives taught me: cartwheels, somersaults, and flips. I’ve never 

been sure where the acrobatics would fit in during a fight, but I suppose 

doing the movements keeps one agile, which can never hurt. 

I’m sweaty and starving by early afternoon. I drink deep from my 

waterskin and pour water on my face. Stellon looks at me in such a way 

that I become embarrassed about my appearance, which rarely happens. 

“How far away do we think we are?” I ask Stellon, trying to cover up 

my discomfort.  

“I was just thinking of that,” he says, putting away a journal I haven’t 

seen before, “We could be a day away, or a week. It’s really hard to say. I 

just know we have to get to the King’s Way sometime if we keep heading 

south, then not a day after that I’d say we’ll make it to the keep.” 

“Are you sure we can’t start moving today?” I ask, rummaging 

through my bag for some food. 

“Dagger, my horse needs rest,” he gestures to Ash, who munches on 

some grass nearby, “If we strain her too much, her wound could split 

open.” 

“Yes, yes, I know,” I grumble around a mouthful of hard bread. I also 

find a chunk of cheese and a bruised apple. We could definitely use some 

fresh meat. I finish my light lunch and rest for a few minutes before 

getting out my snares and hunting knife. “I’m going to go find us some 

dinner,” I tell Stellon 

“Watch out for ogres,” he says. I can’t tell if he’s serious, so I ignore 

him.  

A few hundred yards away I come across a rabbit trail. It’s probably 

too late to set a snare, but I do anyway in case they pass this way before I 

return to the camp. There is a faint breeze from the west, and the sky is 

overcast. I climb a tree and wait for something, anything, to come across 

my path.  

Perhaps an hour passes, though it doesn’t really matter. My bum is 

sore from the branch I’m sitting on, and my muscles are tense from the 

lack of movement after so much exercise. Then, there’s a grunt from 

below, followed by little squeals. A massive boar lumbers through 

followed by four piglets. If I can kill a piglet silently, the sow might not 

realize it’s missing. If she does realize, she’ll try to knock me out of the 

tree and then trample me to death. My stomach threatens to growl, 

deciding for me. 



I ready a throwing knife, testing the throw and aiming for a piglet’s 

head. A hit to the head should kill it in an instant, allowing no time to 

squeal or run. I aim for the fourth piglet, but just as I’m about to throw, my 

foot slips and I lose my aim. The last piglet disappears through the grass 

and I grit my teeth to prevent myself from cursing. I hear a small squeal as 

a fifth piglet appears, trying to catch up to its mother. Before I can think, I 

throw my knife, which spins through the air and sticks deep in the back of 

the piglet’s head. It falls to the side, little legs twitching.  

I hold my breath, hoping the sow doesn’t realize she’s missing one. 

After enough time passes, I climb down the tree, grab the limp piglet, and 

gut it. If the sow does come back this way, maybe the scent of her piglet’s 

entrails will distract her. I don’t wait around to find out and instead head 

back to the snare, which is empty. It doesn’t matter because the piglet will 

be plenty for Stellon and me. 

It takes me a good half hour to find my way back to our campsite. 

My stomach is rumbling again and my mouth waters at the thought of 

juicy pork for dinner. Much better than the traveler’s stew we would’ve 

had. I toss the piglet by the fire and Stellon’s eyes widen.  

“How’d you manage to get that?” he asks, sharpening some sticks to 

make skewers.  

“I was up a tree, and a sow walked by, five piglets in tow,” I explain 

with a shrug, “I threw a knife here, killed it before it could squeal.” I point 

to the skull, which shows the wound. 

“You’re a damn fool,” he says, shaking his head, “Do you have any 

idea what a wild sow can do to a man? Or woman? You would’ve been 

ripped to shreds!” 

“The sows don’t have tusks!” I retort, angry that Stellon’s lecturing 

me instead of thanking me for bringing back dinner. I know a sow can be 

just as dangerous as a boar, especially a sow protecting her piglets, but 

nothing happened. “Besides, I knew I could kill the piglet without alerting 

its mother, so why are you chastising me?” 

“I just don’t think it was worth the risk,” he says, then sighs, “Never 

mind. Thanks for bringing it back. I’m only sorry I couldn’t help find us 

something to eat. Just promise me you won’t attempt anything so foolish 

again, at least until we get to my brother’s. You can go a few days without 

risking your life, can’t you?” 

“Huh,” I scoff, “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you—I 

can take care of myself.” 

“If you ask me, you have luck on your side,” Stellon counters, 

“Which, as any smart person knows, can run out at any time. You were 

lucky the ogre didn’t detect you, lucky to stumble across the cannibals’ 

empty camp, and lucky to escape Dale with your life. Don’t confuse luck 



with skill, Dagger. It will get you killed one day.” He slides half a piglet on 

a skewer and leans it up against a log.  

I suspect Stellon thinks I’ll retaliate with another argument, but his 

words silence me. I don’t want them to be true, but what if he’s right? He 

sounded an awful lot like Knives. Papi, too. They always tell me I let 

anger cloud my judgment, that I am overconfident. On one hand, I can hit 

my target every time. Doesn’t that mean I’m good? On the other hand, I 

haven’t had very many opportunities to test my abilities thoroughly. 

Before this journey, I’d only ever practiced on Knives, Papi, and a few of 

the more unconventional retainers. Against them I knew my strengths and 

weaknesses as a fighter, but what if they were indulging me?  

Then, there was that man who tried to steal Ash. I hadn’t meant to 

kill him. I just wanted to injure him, to make him stop. He was the first 

person I’ve ever killed. A couple days later and I kill again, twice. Without 

a word, I take off my belt and carve three lines on it with my dirk. Three 

lives, three lines. I’ll add another for every person I kill. 

Stellon might be right. Luck could be on my side, for a number of 

reasons. As much as I want to tell him to shut up and mind his business, I 

don’t. It was stupid to kill the piglet. I didn’t know what would happen 

when I threw my knife, and I was lucky that my idea worked, lucky the 

damned thing died without a sound. If I want to make it to Jerta alive, I’ll 

need to develop some caution and patience, even though the mere thought 

of doing so annoys me. 

 

  



23: Flora 

 

 
“We should arrive by mid-day,” Stellon announces a few days later, 

surprising everyone but the pony.  

“Really?” Dagger asks, looking up from packing her bag, “I thought 

we were traveling slower than that.” 

“No, I’m fairly certain we’re almost to the King’s Way. Depending 

where we come out on that, we’ll travel a few miles in one direction, then 

take the lane up to Defuego Keep. So,” he concludes, “we should arrive 

shortly after lunch, assuming nothing goes wrong.” 

“What could possibly go wrong?” Dagger asks sarcastically. 

Stellon’s spirits are too high for him to notice, so he answers her question. 

“Well, we could be stopped by any number of people, including Way 

Guards, bounty-hunters, and concerned citizens. Ash could take a sudden 

turn for the worse and collapse in the middle of the road, or something 

entirely unexpected.” 

“Oh, joy,” she mutters. She secures her pack on her pony, which 

Stellon will ride. 

Stellon smiles. He must really love his brother, to be so happy right 

now. Or perhaps the idea of a nice warm bath, a bed, and some good food 

is lifting his spirits. That would surely lift mine. All I have to look forward 

to is some hay, water, and a safer place to sleep. Given the circumstances, 

I feel thankful for that.  

I can’t help but wonder about Stellon’s brother. Have I ever heard of 

him before? He seems to be quite well-known, if both Donnie Hilsch and 

Dagger have heard of him. Obviously he belongs to one of the old families 

of Delaterra. Most families with keeps are, with the exception of Dagger’s 

family. He’s older than Stellon, by how much I’m not certain. They aren’t 

very much alike, I remember Stellon saying so. But just what kind of man 

is Clive? It’s easy to get lost in my imaginings as we trudge through the 

high grass that has mostly replaced the trees.  

At one point, Dagger makes us stop.  

“We’re nearing the road,” she whispers, tilting her head to the side. 

“I’ll go make sure the coast is clear before we just barge onto it.” She 

disappears into the grass, which is taller than she is. I turn my ears in her 

direction and hear what she must’ve—the clattering of hooves on stone. If 

I’d been paying attention instead of daydreaming of Clive Defuego, likely 

I would’ve heard the noise long ago.  

“Good thinking,” Stellon replies belatedly. He gets off Dagger’s 

pony and digs around in his pack for a bit, finally producing a crumpled 



roll of green linen, which he shakes out. He takes off my saddle and lays 

the wrinkled covering on me, then replaces all my tack. “There, now your 

wound is covered,” he says as Dagger returns. 

“What is that?” she asks, eying the green cloth with doubt. Her arms 

are crossed and there are little bits of grass in her dark curls. 

“It’s the official green caparison of the Way Guard,” he says, putting 

on a matching felt hat, “I stole them after I was dismissed, thinking they’d 

be useful. It’s less noticeable than a giant leaf-covered wound, don’t you 

agree?”  

Dagger shrugs, then follows Stellon’s example and starts digging 

though her bag. For the first time in days, he climbs onto my back. His 

weight causes some strain on the wound, but it doesn’t hurt, not exactly.  

“Don’t worry, I’ll get off as soon as we are out of sight again,” he 

assures me with a few pats to my neck. 

Dagger puts on a wrinkled skirt over her breeches and sits sideways 

on her pony. She curses under her breath all the way to the road, angry 

about needing to pretend to be a lady in the sight of strangers. 

“Don’t frown so,” Stellon suggests, “And you may want to get that 

grass out of your hair.” 

Dagger narrows her eyes at him before combing through her tresses. 

The “road”, it turns out, is much larger than I imagined, and I stop in 

surprise. It’s easily wide enough for ten horses to walk abreast, maybe 

more. It is covered in flat, shimmering stones. After waiting a few 

moments to make sure the coast is clear, and for Stellon to get his 

bearings, we sneak onto the road and head left. 

“We should only need to stay on for a mile or two, then we’ll head 

off on the lane. I doubt my brother is expecting us, but that’s alright. It’s 

my home, too.”  I sense a note of defiance in his voice. 

A few well-dressed gentlemen ride past, intending to ignore us until 

they notice the green I’m wearing, which persuades a curt nod from two 

and a slight bow from one. I puzzle over their reactions: does the green 

covering of the Way Guard really mean so much?  

The road sparkles in the sunshine and continually catches my eye. I 

wonder what kind of stone it is and am frustrated that I cannot ask. 

Probably something expensive since the road is called the King’s Way. 

The stone feels strange beneath my hooves after many days of walking on 

dirt and spongy moss. The sound my hooves make is very loud to my ears, 

but the others do not seem concerned.  

Soon we reach a large horse-shaped sign that reads, “Defuego Keep”, 

with the horse’s head pointing to the right. We head off the King’s Way to 

a nicely graveled lane, and a little bit later Stellon gets off my back. My 

heart pounds in my chest as we near the keep.  



Around the bend, the keep comes into view, filling me with grief 

anew. It looks much like the keep I used to call home: a tall wall made of 

tan stones encircles the main house and small stables, with a heavy 

wooden gate at front. It could be my home, apart from the large addition of 

stables outside the wall and acres and acres of grazing land fenced in with 

a short, matching wall. It is through the main gate that Stellon leads us. 

“Who goes there?” challenges the gatekeeper. 

“Why, surely you remember my face, Gerrald?” Stellon asks with a 

wide smile. 

“Master Stellon!” Gerrald cries, forgetting his place for a moment as 

he shakes Stellon’s hand, “You’re home! Won’t the lady and your lord 

brother be pleased.”  

“It’s good to be back, but I’m afraid I bring ill tidings,” he says, 

letting go of Gerrald’s hand, “How’s your wife?” 

Through the keep gate, the main house sits in the center of the yard. 

Ours was made of stone, but this one is large and square, made of wood. 

The windows have glass, which is something our keep lacked. Then again, 

with the northern winters it was only prudent to shutter all the windows 

tight to keep out the wind and cold. Being in the south, it would be nice to 

have the light all during the year. While we make our way towards the 

house, many of the servants stop working and come over to greet Stellon. 

As with the gatekeeper, Stellon shakes all their hands and asks how they 

and their families have fared during his absence. Even though they are all 

happy to see Stellon, I can’t help but notice a kind of wariness when 

Stellon brings up his brother.  

We reach the stables about the same time as a heavier-set, middle-

aged woman appears at the front door of the house. I manage to quickly 

take in her joyous expression and graying brown bun before a stable hand 

whisks me off to the private house stables. She must be Stellon’s mother. 

Dagger’s pony follows me into the stables and is given a stall near 

mine. She digs into her feed with the same stalwart patience she has shown 

the entire journey. I wish there was some way I could talk to her, but it’s 

not possible. Not any more than I can talk to Dagger or Stellon. If I turn 

back into a girl...no, not if, but when, I’ll never take the ability to speak for 

granted again. I used to punish my maids with silence, refusing all 

attempts of reconciliation. I shake my head, disgusted with how spoiled I 

was. A spoiled little brat. And everyone let me get away with it.  

The need to explore my surroundings fills me, but there’s not much 

to see from inside my stall. If I reach my head over the gate and crane it as 

far as I can, I can see out the doors, but only if they’re open. So, that’s 

what I do. I see the servants come and go as the sun sets, but not one hint 

of Stellon or Dagger. As the sun sinks low and shines through the doors, a 



man walks toward me. At first I think he’s Stellon, since his shape is 

similar, but it’s not. It can only be Clive. 

His coloring is much like Stellon’s, down to the same shade of brown 

hair and steely gray eyes, but there’s a sharpness in his face that I don’t 

like. He looks at my head for a few seconds before opening the gate and 

leading me out. A cold feeling snakes its way down to my stomach as he 

examines every hoof, every tooth, and every hair of mine. It takes me a 

few moments to figure out why I feel this way, then I realize he’s treating 

me like a horse, like a piece of potential property. Stellon has treated me as 

a companion, talking to me as we traveled. Clive is trying to figure out 

how much I’m worth! I lift my hoof to stomp it but quick as lightning he 

grips my leg, firm. 

“Ah, ah, ah,” he chastises, “None of that.” He places my hoof firmly 

back on the ground. A shiver runs across my back. I don’t like him. He’s 

not a good man.  

“Clive,” Stellon says, coming through the doors, “What are you 

doing?” His brow is furrowed in concern.  

Clive smiles, but the smile doesn’t quite reach his eyes. 

“Just sizing up your piece of horseflesh,” he says, “Quite the lady. 

How did you acquire her?” 

“Well,” he says, hesitating, “I found her.” He comes over and strokes 

my nose. 

“You’ll have to do better than that,” Clive says, “You don’t just 

‘find’ a horse like this.” 

“It’s the truth. I think she was from Delarosa Keep, you know, the 

one that burned to the ground a couple weeks back. I found her wandering 

around near there, covered in ashes, which is why I named her Lady 

Ashara,” he finishes, blushing slightly. “I was tired of walking. Seemed 

like the perfect solution at the time.” Now he hangs his head. 

Clive pats Stellon’s shoulder, then moves me back into the stall, 

saying, “I know you told mother the ‘official’ story about your dismissal, 

but what really happened? You can tell me.” 

Stellon sighs deeply, but they don’t walk away. Will I finally hear 

what happened up north? 

“They killed the women and children, Clive. What was I supposed to 

do?” Stellon reaches his hands forward, palms up, “The king said, ‘We 

must cut at their heart! We must destroy their reason for resistance! We 

have no choice!’ And I wouldn’t do it. I tried to reason, saying they were 

women and children, innocents! But they tied me to a pole and made me 

watch. They made me watch!” This time he brings his hands to his face, 

hiding his eyes that have become wet with tears. A sob escapes as his 

brother’s arms encircle him. I look away, ashamed that I ever doubted him.  



I thought I had survived the worst thing on earth. But I can’t even 

imagine the images seared into Stellon’s mind as he was forced to watch 

the murdering of innocent women and children. What kind of world is 

this?  

“Don’t worry, we’ll get it taken care of,” Clive murmurs, “You did 

the right thing and we won’t let your choice haunt you any more than it 

already has.” 

“That’s just it, Clive,” Stellon says, wrenching free, “I’m not good 

for anything anymore. I can’t sleep: every time I close my eyes I see their 

faces, begging me to save them. I can’t soldier, even if I wanted to, nor 

will I sell my sword to the highest bidder. Singing doesn’t bring me joy the 

way it used to. I’m just...I’m tired. And terribly sad. I don’t think there’s 

anything that can ever make it better.” 

“Time,” says Clive, “And a woman.” He smiles, trying to cheer 

Stellon a bit.  

“Don’t be daft,” Stellon says, “Even if we weren’t cursed, there’s 

only one woman I want and I doubt she’s real. I’ve dreamed of her twice 

but haven’t met her.” He smiles, but his heart’s not in it, “See? I’m going 

crazy, too.” 

“Maybe she’s the one who can break the curse?” Clive shrugs, 

starting up a new topic, “Your Jertan princess is quite a piece of work. Do 

you know what she wanted?” 

“No,” says Stellon, wiping his eyes and collecting himself, “She 

wouldn’t tell me.” 

“You’ll never guess. A Sandstallion! She rode all the way here for a 

desert horse. Can you believe it?” 

“Well, she did tell me her mission was a matter of life and death, so I 

guess she really needs to get to Jerta,” Stellon shrugs, “I have no idea 

why.” 

“Lucky for her they’re a hobby of mine. I tried to up the price but she 

haggled me down like a penny-pinching spinster!” Clive’s eyes flash as he 

says, “I have half a mind to try and bed her. I bet she’s wild beneath the 

sheets.” 

“Clive! You will not. Just leave her alone and let her get on her way.” 

“Why? Do you want her for yourself?” Clive has this sly grin on his 

face, and I don’t like it. 

“No! But she’s young, a maid, and...well, she could kill you,” Stellon 

says, trying to convince Clive that Dagger is dangerous, but all that seems 

to do is entice Clive more. “Listen, just leave her alone. We had a hell of a 

time getting here and she just wants to be on her way. Wherever she’s 

going is obviously very important to her. Besides, she made it abundantly 



clear on the way here that she’s not the type of girl to fall in love and live 

happily ever after.” 

“I’m not looking for love—” Clive starts. 

“Just promise me you’ll leave her alone!” Stellon shouts. 

“Alright, alright,” Clive puts his hands up in defeat, “I will. Now let’s 

go inside and figure out how we’re going to deal with the Dale debacle.” 

Clive saunters off, but Stellon lingers for a bit. Petting my neck 

gently, he says, “Sorry you had to hear all that. I love my brother, but 

sometimes he leaves much to be desired as an older sibling.” He sighs 

deeply, and follows his brother out. 

 

*** 

 

Early the next morning, I’m surprised by Dagger. She leads her 

powerful new Sandstallion through the stables and stops by my stall. He 

looks hard, though he is long-limbed and lean. There is a black stripe 

going down his sandy back and more black stripes circling around each leg 

down to the hoof. He definitely looks capable of a journey across the 

desert. He tosses his black mane out of his eyes to glance at me. 

“I wanted to say goodbye,” she says, putting an apple in my feed box, 

“And sorry. Sorry for your injuries, which probably wouldn’t have 

happened if I hadn’t demanded to accompany Stellon. And sorry for not 

helping you, in case you really are a girl.” Her last sentence is said in a 

whisper and I’m too shocked to try and respond. With a quick pat on my 

nose, she leads the Sandstallion out the doors and disappears. 

I try to whinny loudly to call her back, but all it does is bring the 

stableboy running. 

No! I think, No! I can’t believe I missed that opportunity! I didn’t 

trust her before, but now that she’s leaving there won’t be another chance, 

not if I’m stuck here in this stable for months. The stableboy warily opens 

the gate, and I push past him and out the doors. I see Dagger riding down 

the road just as the gatekeeper closes the gates. I try to break into a run but 

it’s no good, my wound is still too sore. Defeated, I let the stableboy walk 

me back into my stall. 

Later that day, I overhear the boy reporting my strange activity to 

Stellon. 

“It’s probably just her wound hurting her,” Stellon says, “I wouldn’t 

worry too much about it.” He still gives me a pointed stare, which I ignore. 

Dagger knew. Somehow she figured it out, but now she’s gone. If she 

could figure it out, maybe Stellon can, too. But how did she guess? Did my 

actions give her clues, even though I tried to act as much like a horse as 



possible? She had been much more observant on our journey than Stellon 

had, so that was one possibility. 

I think back to all of our interactions, which were few enough. The 

only times she had really focused on me were in Dale and after the 

pantercat injured me. The first time, in Dale, when she grabbed my face 

and spoke to me in Jertan, had been peculiar. But that also could have been 

because I was in pain. 

The second time was after I got clawed by the pantercat, when she 

had nursed me with the rhuberries. Was it before that or after that when 

she had asked me to nod if I understood her? Again, I had been in pain, 

much more pain than the first time. Perhaps horses express pain in a 

different way, so that’s what gave me away. 

Damn! There are seven other horses in the stalls nearby and two 

stableboys to care for us. There is the gate on my stall, doors on the stable, 

and huge wooden gate at the entrance. Even if I could get out of the stables 

again, which isn’t likely, I wouldn’t be able to get past the main gate.  

I try to recall my parent’s faces, to help guide me, but it’s not 

possible. As soon as I glimpse my mother’s smile or Da’s crinkling eyes, 

they slide back into the oblivion that lives behind my eyes. Can I really not 

remember them? Right after I woke in this body, I tried not to think of my 

family, because the pain was too much. But what if I didn’t even have to 

try—has this cursed robbed me of my memories, too? 

To distract myself from my heartache and frustration, I end up telling 

myself another tale, the Ballad of a Hundred Years of a Thousand Battles. 

Every Delaterran knows the tale of how our nations were formed, but I end 

up having to invent most of the details because I can’t remember them. 

Even so, the tale serves its purpose and passes the time. 

 

  



24: Dagger 

 

 
I want to shout in triumph, but I don’t as I ride away from Defuego 

Keep on Zephyr, my new Sandstallion. The very last thing I wanted was to 

spend the night at the keep, a guest of the Defuegos, but it was the logical 

thing to do. With less than half a day left, I wouldn’t have been able to 

travel very far before stopping for the night in Chelton, paying for a bed. I 

did not care for haggling with Clive Defuego, who wanted fifty gold coins 

for my Sandstallion! I got him down to thirty, plus Dusky. My purse feels 

much lighter, even with the unexpected addition of the cannibal’s gold, but 

that shouldn’t be a problem for the remainder of the journey. As long as I 

avoid paying for beds, I should have more than enough. I’ll just need to 

stock up on food and water before going through the checkpoint. 

The checkpoint. My lip curls in annoyance at the thought of passing 

through. My plan is to dress in my Jertan silks and try to pass as a 

traveling merchant. I will tell them my uncle, who I was traveling with, 

died in the Crossroads of Penton. I can only hope my clothing, 

Sandstallion, and jewel will be enough to convince them my tale is true. If 

not, well, I’ll worry about that if something goes wrong.  

The morning ride goes by very quickly as Zephyr’s long legs travel 

fast on the King’s Way. I do my best to ignore the bewildered stares from 

all the people I pass. No doubt I, in my breeches and on my Sandstallion, 

am the strangest sight they’ve seen in quite some time.  

Chelton, in comparison to Dale, seems relaxed. There are vendors 

and an outpost to help ensure travelers receive everything they need while 

on the road, so long as they have the coin. I spend quite a bit of money on 

foods that will keep well for the next week or so, including strips of dried 

meat. I have to guess which other foods might be best when the vendors 

scrunch their brows quizzically after I ask for some of the foods Papi has 

mentioned. Because I am not certain how far it is exactly, I purchase more 

waterskins than I probably need. I buy four and fill them completely 

before strapping them securely to Zephyr. He won’t require much water at 

all, not if he drinks his fill today.  

“You aren’t planning on crossing to Jerta, are you?” the baker’s son 

asks me. He is young and concern narrows his pale blue eyes. I should 

think it would be obvious what my intentions are, given the Sandstallion 

weighed down with waterskins, but I don’t know what to say to him. 

“Why?” I ask instead, “Would that be dangerous?” I finish paying his 

father for some hard rolls. The young man’s eyebrows shoot up into his 

mop of straw-colored hair. 



“Dangerous! What about Jerta isn’t dangerous?” He looks like he’s 

about to say more, but his father stops him with a quick knock to his head 

and a shout to get back to work. 

I smile thinly at both of them as I climb back on Zephyr. I didn’t 

want to use a saddle with stirrups, since that’s not how Jertans ride, but 

there’s no way I could get on Zephyr without them. I could rest my chin on 

his back when I stand beside him, he is so tall. With a click of my tongue, 

we ride past the last shop I needed to see and turn south towards Jerta. 

The view of the mountains from Chelton is breathtaking. There was a 

fog on them yesterday at Defuego Keep, obstructing the view. But today 

the skies are clear now that my view is unobstructed by trees and houses, 

and I can see the mountains stretch from west to east across the land, 

reaching towards the sky. My heart beats a little faster at the thought of 

crossing them, only to be greeted by the vast expanse of desert that is Jerta.  

I try to convince myself that the thrumming in my chest is from 

excitement, but I must admit part of it is fear. As if a door opens in my 

mind, hundreds of doubts appear. Do I have enough water and food? What 

if Zephyr dies? How will I know where to go? 

The last question is one I can answer: the first Waytree should be 

visible just south of the checkpoint. I must follow three Waytrees, then 

travel due east for a day to get to Nadine, my Grammi’s home. It should 

take no longer than a week to get there. The map of Jerta is rolled tight and 

tucked in my bag, safe in a special skin. All the villages and trails are 

marked in relation to the Waytrees, which form a line straight down the 

center of Jerta. There are no permanent roads, since the sands would cover 

them within a day. If I get lost, I will die. 

If I don’t find Grammi, I reaffirm, I will die. True, the headaches 

haven’t been nearly as bad the past few weeks, except for the one in Dale. 

Other than that haunting experience with Ash, the visions and headaches 

have actually been bearable. Maybe it’s the thought of finding answers 

soon, or maybe it’s all the fresh air, because I don’t honestly think the 

headaches are finally curing themselves after all these years. I still need to 

find Grammi. 

With a nudge to Zephyr’s flanks, we start down the gravel road to the 

yoak trees. There, I change into my pale sandsilks and qacheqol, a 

headscarf meant to protect its wearer from sand and sun. The qacheqol 

feels loose, and I curse out loud for only ever practicing with a mirror. No 

matter, just as long as it stays on through the checkpoint. 

The rest of the way, I practice speaking as Papi does, without such 

words as “can’t” or “doesn’t”, words he calls lazy. I speak in his accent, 

saying the words I plan to say to the guards. 



“I traveled with my Uncle, who died in the Crossroads of Penton of a 

fever. He had all of our papers. I did not think to take them before the 

Luna Sisters bore his body away. My only wish is to return home so I may 

bear the news of his death to our family.” 

My “uncle” needs a name and I need to come up with more details. 

Mekreio. Mekreio Kikipke. I don’t know where the name comes from, but 

it must’ve appeared in my mind for a reason. Uncle Mekreio. That will 

serve well. Normally, Jertans travel in larger groups than two, but I can say 

we were in the Golden City when Uncle Mekreio became ill and wanted to 

come home. I accompanied him, as I was not deemed an essential part of 

our group. Then, Uncle Mekreio died once we made it to the Crossroads. It 

was simply not prudent to bear his body across the country, so I decided to 

make my way home to tell our family he died. If they ask why I was in the 

Golden City in the first place, I can tell them my father wanted me to learn 

my Uncle’s trade, since I am my father’s only child. 

I stop once more to rest, relieve myself and have a small meal before 

leaping back in the saddle. I want to make it to the checkpoint well before 

dark, but it’s not meant to be. Instead, I tether Zephyr a ways off the road 

and make a camp beneath the stars. One more day, I say to myself as I drift 

off to sleep, one more day. 

 

*** 

 

Zephyr nudges me with his cold nose, jolting me awake. I untie his 

tether to allow him to sniff for water, another skill of the Sandstallions. 

“They could find a dewdrop on a dune,” Papi would say, thinking of 

his old ‘stallion.  

Zephyr finds a stream a couple hundred yards east, so I join him to 

freshen up and top off my skins. I look at my appearance and wish I had 

thought to change out of the silks to sleep, but then I realize it’s probably 

better to look a little travel-worn. After saying I’ve been on the road for 

days, wouldn’t it be suspicious if I didn’t look the way I do? 

I peel the bark off a twig and chew on the wood to freshen my mouth 

a bit. One of the rolls I bought yesterday becomes my breakfast, though I 

wish there was some butter to soften it. My muscles are stiff from riding 

Zephyr, who is much bigger than the pony. It will take time to get used to 

his size, but in the meantime I do some calisthenics to loosen up before 

climbing back on. 

The red flags of the checkpoint come into view by mid-morning. The 

crimson fabric snaps in the wind, with frayed ends trailing lazily behind. A 

gate bars the road and beside it is a wooden shack, painted red. Two 

guards see me approach and exit the shack. Their uniforms are red, as are 



the plumes in their helms, which move in the wind as they march to stand 

in front of the gate. One raises his hands to slow me down, while the other 

rests his hand on the hilt of his sword. 

 For a moment, I contemplate just jumping the gate. But as I get 

closer, I realize it’s too tall for even Zephyr to jump. Besides, the guard 

would probably try and slit his belly during the jump. With a pull to his 

reins, I stop Zephyr before the guards. 

“State your name and business,” says the guard with raised hands. 

Curses! I forgot to think of a name for myself. To stall for time, I 

remove the part of the qacheqol that covers my mouth and take a long 

drink from my skin, tilting my head back so my sapphire will catch the 

light of the sun. I say the first name that comes to my mind, hoping it will 

suffice. 

“I am called Djagera Kikipke,” I say, coating my words in the same 

smoothness as Papi’s voice, “I return home to bear the news of my Uncle’s 

death.” The guards glance at each other doubtfully. Though my face is 

stone, inside my heart is beating like a rabbit’s. If it comes down to it, I 

could kill them both, though I would rather not leave a trail of blood 

behind me, no more so than I already have. After whispering for a 

moment, the guard with his hand on his hilt goes into the shack. 

“And who was your uncle? What were you doing in Delaterra?”  

“My uncle was Mekreio Kikipke, a merchant. Three moons ago we 

sailed to the Golden City from Navioportus. I accompanied him to learn 

his trade, for I am my father’s only child and must carry on the tradition. 

My Uncle Mekreio became ill in the Golden City. He wanted to return 

home, so I came with him. The rest of our party remains in Aurumesia.” 

“Yes, but how are you here? Why did you not sail back to 

Navioportus?” The guard is too suspicious.  

“That was our intention, but a storm pushed us north to Eastport. I 

begged him to try for another ship, but he refused. He died in the 

Crossroads of Penton.” Zephyr starts to sidestep a bit, annoyed that we 

aren’t moving. I pull on his reins, and he stops. The other guard comes 

back holding a piece of paper and the two whisper back and forth for a 

minute. Then, one moves to open the gate. Relief floods my heart. 

“It appears we do have record of a Mekreio Kikipke a few years ago 

when he passed through here, on another trip, it would seem. Though we 

have no record of you, we will allow you to pass. You have our 

condolences.” 

I bow my head to them in thanks as we pass through the gate, then 

replace my qacheqol. I hadn’t expected that—apparently not all 

Delaterrans hate Jertans. The road narrows considerably past the gate, just 

wide enough for a cart. Zephyr breaks into a run, perhaps recognizing the 



trail. I do not know how Clive obtained him. It’s possible he trapped him 

years ago and now it feels like we’re going home. Or maybe, like me, 

Zephyr is simply relieved to be on the move again.  

I don’t dwell too much on the name Mekreio Kikipke, nor how that 

very name won my passage through the checkpoint. When the time comes, 

I will ask Grammi. Until then, no amount of speculation will likely 

produce a correct answer, if one even exists. 

The dirt trail zig-zags as we travel between two mountains, following 

a natural path that has been worn down by hundreds of years of horses. 

There aren’t any spots to rest, nor other travelers in sight, so Zephyr and I 

continue. At the end of the day, I see a vast, golden expanse in the 

distance, which can only be Jerta. I kick Zephyr into a run, eager to finally 

see my homeland. 

 

  



25: Knives 

 

 
Chelton is a peaceful haven compared to the foul-smelling, 

overcrowded city. We arrive after dark, trusting Quade to stay on the 

King’s Way. Being so close to a town, and an inn, it seemed pointless to 

pull over for the night. Freya awakes with a start when we stop in front of 

Briar Inn.  

“I’ll take care o’ Quade,” Groff says, “Get yerselves inside.”  

I hold Rik while Freya stiffly climbs out of the cart. Rik wakes up 

and starts crying in my arms, so Freya takes him. For the first time, he isn’t 

soothed by Freya’s touch and cries as she rocks back and forth. 

“He fell asleep,” she explains, “You must’ve startled him awake. 

Let’s get inside so we can put him to bed.” 

I grab our bags and we go inside, while Groff takes Quade to the 

back. Unlike the other inns we’ve stayed in, Briar Inn doesn’t have a 

tavern. A sleepy innkeeper opens the door for us and ushers us inside to a 

desk where he takes our names and coin. All the rooms seem to be on the 

ground floor. 

“We’ll bring a breakfast ‘round in the morning,” he says, sniffing, 

“Here’s your key.” He hands me the key, then hacks into a handkerchief. 

Freya holds Rik as far from the innkeeper as she can, her eyes wide in 

terror. I suppose after seeing her husband and daughter die from Green 

Leaf Fever, any sign of illness would send her into panic.  

The innkeeper goes into his room and closes the door, but we can 

hear him coughing violently through the wood. Our key has a purple 

ribbon, matching a ribbon hanging on a door down the hall. It’s a corner 

room, meaning it has two windows. If it wasn’t so late, I’d say we should 

try to get a room elsewhere, but as it is this will have to do. Ground floor 

rooms are easy to infiltrate and the more windows they have, the more 

assailants can attack at once. Of course, it also means it’s easier for us to 

escape in case of fire.  

The innkeeper’s illness worries me, too, since it’s something I can’t 

protect the prince from. True, Rik has already survived one wave of Green 

Leaf Fever, but that doesn’t mean he’ll survive other illnesses. There’s 

only so much Groff and I can do if Rik becomes ill. We’d have to seek a 

physician to treat him, which could compromise our identities.  

“What is he like?” Freya asks, interrupting my concerns, “The Master 

of Shadows, I mean.” 

I collect my thoughts before responding. The Master is a complicated 

person, and even after studying under him for years, I doubt what I know 



of him represents his true character. He has many faces, many voices. 

Some say he is really a sorcerer. Personally, I suspect he’s an Aurumesia 

assassin. 

“He is not unkind,” I finally say, “Many of my brothers and I trained 

with him for years. All of us possess the utmost respect for him, which 

may say more than anything. I do not know his age, nor have I ever seen 

his face. It’s not likely you will be in his company much, so I wouldn’t 

dwell on this issue, if I were you.”  

I can tell my answer does not satisfy Freya, but I won’t say more. 

She’ll find out soon enough and come to her own conclusions. Groff 

makes his way to our room, so we dip into our foodstuffs to create a meal 

of sorts. The atmosphere is somber, contemplative, and we eat in silence.  

Once Freya falls asleep, Groff looks at me expectantly.  

“You owe me a tale,” he says softly, uncorking his flask and taking a 

seat beneath a window, “What’ve ya been chewin’ on all day?” 

Again, I take a moment to collect my thoughts. I’m not usually this 

slow to speak. Clearly, my worry over Dagger must be affecting my 

intellect. 

“Did you know I have a sister?” I ask him. His brow furrows as he 

shakes his head ‘no’. “She’s eight years my junior. ‘Dagger’, I call her. 

When we were children, I thought it would be amusing to train her how to 

fight, but I should’ve known better. She’s always been…determined, so 

she actually took the training seriously. You have to understand, I didn’t 

anticipate that she’d be any good at it, but she was. It’s a shame the Master 

of Shadows refuses to teach girls, since under his tutelage, she could match 

any Luna Knight.  

“I haven’t seen her in many months, which is not unusual. You know 

my father is Patik Musselupke, one of the Jertan Princes?” 

“Aye,” replies Groff, taking a swig, “I wasn’ at court when the 

princes were there, I had Way Guard duty. But, I heard abou’ what 

happened. The whole Kingdom heard wha’ happened! Though by then the 

truth was sorely twisted.” 

“Alright, then you know my Father is more or less a prisoner in his 

own home. Dagger has no knowledge of what happened twenty-five years 

ago. Father thought he was protecting her by keeping her ignorant, but I 

disagreed. I suppose that’s why I kept up with the training, because if I 

couldn’t explain the delicate situation our family is in, at the least I could 

give her the skills to defend herself. Now, it’s all falling apart.” I put my 

head in my hands and try to collect myself. Groff offers me his flask and I 

take a generous mouthful. The brandy burns, but it invigorates me. 

“Dagger ran away over a week ago. Father suspects she is on her way to 

Jerta, of all places, but I’m not so sure.” 



“Wha’ in blazes is waitin’ for her in Jerta?” 

“Who knows? The most logical explanation is she learned something, 

or she thinks she learned something, that would spur her into action. 

Perhaps she overheard Father talking to a servant, or she stumbled upon 

some of his personal notes. I really don’t know. All we know is that a man 

visited the keep over a week ago, and she left with him the next day. His 

name is Stellon Defuego.” 

“Defuego, eh?” Groff’s attention is piqued anew, “Ya don’ say. I 

have an interestin’ bit o’ information abou’ him—he’s a Farmer.” 

I nod, agreeing, and tell him everything that Father relayed to me the 

other day, including Father’s idea about the Jertan prophecy and the 

information I gathered in Dale. Groff listens patiently, resting a wrinkled 

finger on his lips. A few times he asks for clarification, but mostly he stays 

silent as I tell him all I know. As I talk, I begin to feel less hopeless, less 

frustrated.  

“I don’ think you should discoun’ the Jertan prophecy,” he 

concludes, “After all, it echoes wha’ Luna told the Sisters fifty years ago, 

does it no’? Ya hafta add all the pieces together: wha’ Luna told the 

sisters, the nature o’ the evil inside Marcus, where the evil came from, an’ 

yer sister’s headaches. Ya say Dagger woulda’ told you abou’ any visions, 

righ’? Are ya sure?” 

“I want to believe that,” I say doubtfully, “But maybe visions are the 

one thing she couldn’t talk about with me. If that’s true…what can I do?” 

Groff shrugs.  

“Say she made it to Defuego Keep and go’ her Sandstallion,” he 

suggests, “She’d have to pass through here to ge’ to the Southern 

Checkpoint, righ’? Why don’ we ask aroun’ tomorrow and see if she’s 

come this way. I think that’ll give ya the answer ya need.” 

“Yes, but what do we do then?” 

Groff shrugs again. 

“Ya can’ do anythin’ righ’ now, we go’ a more importan’ job. Ya say 

ya taugh’ her everythin’ ya know? Likely she’ll be fine in the desert, so 

long as she has a Sandstallion. Even if ya could go galloping after her righ’ 

now, I doubt you’d find her.” 

Groff’s right. The only people who know their way around that desert 

are full-blooded Jertans. If Dagger gets lost, I’d be the last person who 

could help her. I breathe deeply, trying to clear my mind of worry. Groff 

offers me another sip from his flask, which I take. Tomorrow, we’ll do 

some asking around. 

“Mind takin’ firs’ watch?” he asks, laying his cloak on the floor, 

“Been a long day.” 

“Sure,” I reply, “Thank you for your counsel.” 



“Ach,” he says, lying on the floor with a groan, “Can’ have ya 

focused on yer sister when we have the little one to guard.” He winks at 

me, then shuts his eyes. Soon enough, his soft snores fill the room. 

 

*** 

 

A red-faced woman brings a tray to our room in the morning, waking 

Rik with a loud knock. Groff prepares the food for us, since he’s been 

awake for the past four hours and is ready for a meal. Freya is hard to 

rouse and says she has a headache. I convince her to eat some porridge and 

have some tea because she needs to keep her strength while we travel. We 

can’t afford to lose any time to illness.  

“I’ll be fine,” she says, rubbing her temple, “I just didn’t sleep very 

well last night. Being on the road all day hasn’t agreed with me.” 

“Me neither,” quips Groff cheerily, “We’ll be in the Crossroads soon 

enough, jus’ a few more days.” 

“Is there anything you need, Freya? We’ll be stopping at a few shops 

this morning.” 

“I could use some fresh lengths of linen for Rik,” she says after 

thinking a moment, “I’ve had to toss some I couldn’t get clean.” 

“Do you need anything?” I ask her again, “Something to make the 

journey more comfortable, perhaps?” 

She bites her lip, hesitating. I grit my teeth in annoyance—if she 

needs something, she should speak up! Groff can sense my agitation and 

gives me a warning glance. 

“I could use some lavender,” she finally says, “Dried or oil. To help 

me relax at night. Sometimes I get so worried about Rik, I can’t get back 

to sleep after I feed him.” 

“Alright,” I say, “We’ll find some before we leave Chelton.” 

We hear the innkeeper coughing behind his door as we leave. The 

red-faced woman from breakfast makes sure we have all our items and 

sees us off. Briar Inn sits on the west edge of the town, not far from the 

shops and outpost. Groff nods towards the outpost. If Dagger passed 

through Chelton, she probably would’ve stopped there. I hop off the cart 

while Groff takes Freya to an apothecary down the road. 

I decide the best approach is to be straightforward, so I place a half-

crown on the counter, which gets the shopkeeper’s attention. 

“Has a half-Jertan girl, sixteen years old, stopped in recently?” I ask. 

He picks up the coin, then asks, “Who wants to know?” 

“I’m her brother,” I say, “Please, tell me what you can.” 

The shopkeeper tosses the coin in his hand before pocketing it. “Aye, 

there was a girl on a great big Sandstallion here yesterday morning. 



Bought four waterskins off me. Don’t know more than that, sorry. You 

may want to ask around town.” 

“Thanks,” I say. Yesterday morning. She can’t have gone too far, 

then! I leave the outpost, thinking there might be time to catch up to her if 

I leave now, but Groff’s words from last night interrupt my thoughts. Even 

if I do leave right this instant, she’ll get through the Southern Checkpoint 

long before I can find her. There’s no telling which way she’ll go once she 

gets to Jerta. Father says she took the map, but it’s wrong: the first 

Waytree on the map is the one Queen Alvira cut down. I can only hope 

Dagger knows and that she has a plan for reaching Nadine safely.  

A baker parked his cart outside the apothecary. I buy a loaf of bread 

off him and ask if anyone interesting has passed through recently. 

Surprising me, the baker’s son speaks up, but he only has time to tell me 

there was a girl on a Sandstallion before his father claps him on the side of 

the head and tells him to shut up. I won’t be able to get any more 

information from this pair, so I wait with Quade. A few minutes later, 

Groff and Freya come out of the apothecary smelling of all sorts of herbs 

and tinctures. Groff raises a shaggy brow and I nod in response. I found 

some answers. 

“Well,” he says, “I say it’s abou’ time we be on our way!” 

Freya settles in the back and sprinkles some lavender on the 

cushions. Perhaps the scent will make the journey a little more bearable for 

us all. 

 

*** 

 

Around noon we pass the sign for Defuego Keep. Groff, who had 

been drowsing on the bench next to me, sits up at attention when he sees 

the horse-shaped sign pointing south. I set my mouth in a line and readjust 

my seat as we drive past. There’s likely nothing Clive or Stellon Defuego 

could tell me that I don’t already know, even if we could stop by. Dagger 

bought a Sandstallion. If she didn’t tell me or Father why she decided to 

head to Jerta, there’s no way she would have told one of the Defuegos.   

“When?” Groff asks me, purposefully not bringing up any details. 

“Yesterday morning,” I reply.  

He nods and stretches his legs.  

“She’ll be fine,” he says with a pat to my shoulder. I know he’s likely 

right, but it’s hard for me to stop all my regrets from playing in my mind. 

If only we’d gotten to Chelton one day earlier, we would’ve run into her; if 

only I’d been home more, maybe she would’ve confided in me; if only 

Father had confided in her, maybe she would’ve trusted him more. I 

breathe in deeply and exhale slowly. There’s no use dwelling on it. She 



made her choice. I can’t do anything to help her now, and we have the 

most important person to our cause to take care of. Either I’m finally able 

to push Dagger out of my mind, or the lavender is more effective than I 

thought it would be, for I find that I’m soon at peace with myself. 

We stop for a late lunch in a clearing. Freya looks worse, but she says 

it’s just the jostling from the road. Though I want to believe what she says, 

her skin is pale and there are lines around her mouth and eyes. I put a hand 

up to feel her forehead and she flinches away, insisting she’s fine. 

“Better le’ him,” says Groff, bringing over a bucket of water for 

Quade, “If yer taken ill, who’ll take care o’ the little one?” 

She knows he’s right, so she sits still while I feel her forehead. So 

far, I’ve been careful not to touch her unless necessary, so I’m very 

conscious of placing my hand on her face and the answering flush in her 

cheeks. She feels feverish. A new knot of worry coils in my stomach, this 

time caused by Freya. But unlike Dagger, I can try to help the woman 

sitting in front of me. 

“You didn’t happen to buy anything for fever at the apothecary, did 

you?” I ask, “Yarrow, perhaps?”  

Freya shakes her head ‘no’, and says, “I didn’t want to be ill.” I 

understand what she means—admitting illness to oneself can actually 

bring illness on, even strengthen it. 

“Be sure to drink plenty of water,” I tell her, “and tea tonight. If we 

need to stay a few days in Anders so you can rest, so be it. No, don’t 

protest. Your health ensures Rik’s health, and that’s the most important 

thing.”  

 

*** 

 

Anders boasts three inns, The Shiny Shoe, The Brass Kettle, and The 

Spotted Cow. From past experience, I know to avoid The Shiny Shoe and 

their enthusiastic Foot Maids, so we head for the modest but comfortable 

Brass Kettle. Freya is even worse, so Groff takes Rik while I help her 

inside to our private suite. We get halfway up the stairs when she 

collapses, so I carry her the rest of the way with little effort.  

“Best ge’ her in bed straight away,” says Groff, setting the prince 

down in his basket and leaving to take care of Quade. He’s right. 

I sit Freya on the edge of the bed and remove her boots, vest, skirt, 

and leggings, leaving her in only her shift. She tells me it’s not necessary 

the entire time, but she doesn’t have the strength to stop me. Again, I’m 

very conscious of my hands, which troubles me. Soon enough, I’m done 

and tuck her into bed.  



“I’ll make you some tea,” I tell her, “Is there anything else you 

want?” 

She closes her eyes and slowly rolls her head side to side on the 

pillow. I should’ve known she wouldn’t want to trouble me. 

“Rik?” she asks. Doesn’t this woman care at all for her own well-

being? 

“I’m sure we can take care of him,” I assure her, wetting a cloth and 

placing it on her forehead, “If he’s hungry, we’ll give him to you for a bite 

to eat, then we’ll carry him around ‘til he falls back asleep. No need to 

worry about him, just rest.” 

I push the kettle into the fire to heat some water. Groff returns by the 

time I’ve brewed Freya a cup of tea, bringing up a tray of food from the 

kitchens.  

“I go’ some broth for ya,” he says to Freya, “An’ a bit o’ stew, if ya 

like.”  

She smiles faintly underneath heavy eyes. Groff makes sure she eats 

as much as possible before she falls asleep.  

“I’ll take first watch,” I offer, knowing he’s had a long day with the 

early watch.  

A few hours later and it’s still quiet. Rik sleeps contentedly in his 

basket near my chair, while Groff sleeps in the bed by the window. The 

spacious suite is nice after a few nights of cramped quarters. A fireplace 

warms us and it’s helpful to have access to hot water when we need it. To 

pass the time, I clean my blades. The soft wick, wick of the stone on steel 

soothes me. 

“Kevyn,” Freya whispers from the shadows. I sheath the blade I was 

oiling and sit on the bed next to her, leaning in so I can hear her. She wets 

her dry lips with her tongue before speaking again, “I heard everything 

about your sister…Dagger? I think…I think you should go after her. What 

I told you about my brother…remember? I said Paul disappeared long ago. 

But…the truth is…I disappeared long ago. I ran away from home when I 

was fifteen, with…the miller’s boy. Thought it was love. He…abused me, 

left me for dead in Porthaven, but that’s not important. I waited and waited 

for Paul to come for me, to…rescue me, but he never did. That’s when…I 

learned how to survive.” Tears run down her face in the firelight and I 

wipe them away with a cloth. So many tears. So much sadness in her life, 

all bottled up inside until tears come pouring out.  

Something strange comes over me and I suddenly know what to do. I 

lean over Freya and embrace her as best I can, letting her head rest on my 

shoulder as she cries. I say nothing, just pat her back a few times while she 

wets my shoulder with her grief. After a while, she stops crying and takes 



a few deep breaths before falling back on her pillows. Her face is blotchy, 

but for some reason I give her a small smile. 

“If you heard everything I said to Groff, then you know my sister can 

take care of herself. Of course, if circumstances were different, I would try 

to find her right now, but as it is I’ve decided not to worry about her,” I 

realize, then, that Dagger and Freya might actually get along if they ever 

meet, “Maybe Paul did try to find you. Porthaven is a big city; it’s possible 

he looked in all the wrong places.” She looks doubtful.  

“Freya,” I continue, “Rik is the most important thing. When I vowed 

to be a Luna Knight, I gave up family. My service is to Luna. As much as I 

wish to search for my sister, I can’t. I’m sure Paul looked for you. That’s 

what I would’ve done.” 

“I know…you’re right,” she whispers, eyes closing, “Even if he did 

look for me, it’s hard to forgive him for not finding me. Maybe…it’s hard 

to forgive myself…because everything was my fault. Then again….if I 

hadn’t stolen Lorens’ breakfast, I never would’ve met him…” 

Freya turns away from me and closes her eyes. Soon, her breathing 

slows and I know she’s back asleep. I carefully feel her forehead, but find 

that the fever is hotter, if anything. The knot of worry tightens in my 

stomach.  

 

*** 

 

We spend a few days in Anders while Freya recovers. There was a 

time during the second day when Groff almost went for a physician, but 

Freya begged him not to. While I admire her desire to do her part in 

concealing the prince’s identity, doing so at the cost of her health was 

arduous for Groff and I. Nevertheless, we respected her wishes as she 

sweated through her shifts and babbled in delirium. We did our best to 

keep her cool, taking turns wiping her forehead with cool clothes and 

offering sips of water.  

Our fear of Green Leaf Fever disappears when her fever finally starts 

to abate. Green Leaf Fever can strike hot and fierce, killing in days, or the 

fever can last for weeks while it slowly weakens the victim. King Ragnar’s 

fever, last we knew, still burns strong. As there’s no known cure for the 

Fever, it’s only a matter of time until Ragnar dies. 

Even though Freya says she’s feeling better, we travel slowly, so we 

arrive at the Crossroads of Penton much later than expected. The 

metropolis sits on the converging point of five roads, meaning there is 

always a steady flow of travelers. The roads meet in a giant intersection 

called The Hub, where a huge fountain rests in the middle. The center of 

the fountain boasts an interesting sculpture of wheels stacked from largest 



to smallest, reaching up towards the sky and spinning as water flows down 

and propels each wheel in turn.  Sir Jaye Deljarra designed the fountain a 

few years ago, at the behest of the Crossroads Council. The fountain 

represents the city’s purpose as a “hub” for travel and encourages visitors 

to pass through the intersection, which also happens to be surrounded by a 

bustling market. Many travelers stop in awe of the fountain, with good 

cause, as the water-propelled wheels are a marvel of invention and a 

window to the future.  

Groff and I decide to stay in an inn rather than attempt to stay with 

the Crossroads Luna Sisters, not without doing some surveillance first. The 

last we heard, the Crossroads Temple hasn’t been infiltrated by spies, but 

that could’ve changed. It would be incredibly foolish to show up with the 

prince in tow, expecting accommodation while we search for the Master of 

Shadows. They probably don’t even know the Master is in the Crossroads, 

let alone that it was decided he should guard the prince until he comes of 

age. So, we avoid the Temple, for now.  

 It’s said that it’s possible to stay a whole month in the Crossroads 

and sleep in a different inn every night. Actually, there are probably 

enough inns that a traveler could have a new bed for two or three months. 

As with Adamantolis, we avoid the inns directly off the King’s Way, 

which comes to an end in the Crossroads. The five roads effectively divide 

the city into fairly diverse sectors, each boasting a different standard of 

accommodation. We make our way to the eastern side of the city, a modest 

area that has managed to find a good balance of commerce, entertainment, 

and lodging. It’s also the area of town the Master of Shadows will haunt, if 

he’s still here.  

Moving on before Freya completely recovered was risky, but she 

insisted she was on the mend. Even though her fever was almost gone 

when we left Chelton, she’s very pale as we come up to The Amber Eagle, 

a comfortable but prudent establishment. Half the inns in the Crossroads 

run a tavern on the main floor, while the other half might have a tea room 

or shop. The Amber Eagle has a tea room below, meaning the atmosphere 

should be quieter, but not at the sacrifice of good food. Most of the 

clientele are traveling merchants, who generally like to socialize for the 

sake of sizing up competition, but are also happy to keep to themselves on 

occasion. Therefore, the inn is a nice, quiet haven from the bustling streets 

of the Crossroads. 

We rest that night, content to relax with a marginal sense of 

achievement at reaching the Crossroads of Penton alive, though perhaps a 

little worse for wear. It would be pointless to search for the Master of 

Shadows, since he can only be found when he wants to be, which is not 



often. Instead, I make my way to The Hub, where I toss a small white 

stone into the fountain. That should alert him to my presence in the city.  

The Hub is congested with travelers gawking at the fountain, while 

merchants shout in the background in dozens of accents, advertising their 

wares and services. The Hub, in fact, is one of the few places in Delaterra 

where foreign merchants still feel welcome. The Crossroads Council has 

bartered endlessly with the king, accepting the rise in taxes in order to 

keep the Hub Market alive. I suppose the Council believes the extra taxes 

are offset by the variety of goods the Market can offer. Patrons will keep 

coming; in fact, traffic will likely increase in the coming years as patrons 

realize that the Crossroads is the only place to purchase imported goods in 

Delaterra.  

I take a few hours to browse, for two reasons. First, I enjoy seeing 

what Aurumesia, Numar, and Jerta have to offer, and two, if the Master is 

around, he’ll see me. A blade-seller occupies me for a good half-hour. He 

has a nice selection of qama, though some are so bedecked with jewels it’s 

ridiculous. I contemplate purchasing one for Dagger as a joke, then I 

remember she is gone. 

“Do you have a lady-friend in mind?” a well-groomed, older man 

asks, appearing at my elbow, “Qama make excellent gifts. The blade you 

hold is one of my personal favorites.” 

The blade I hold is terribly ostentatious with tendrils of gold swirling 

down the handle to embrace a ruby set in the pommel. Though no doubt 

effective, the blade is not something I would ever choose to use. An idea 

forms in my mind as I glance at the more serviceable options.  

“How much for this one?” I ask, picking up the qama third from the 

right. It’s plain, to be sure, but there is some delicate engraving that is both 

subtle and pleasing. 

“Three crowns,” he replies, perhaps a bit miffed that I did not choose 

a more expensive blade.  

I tuck the qama in my belt after paying him and move on. Not too 

much later, I happen upon an apothecary, so I make sure to purchase some 

yarrow, just in case, and a few other things we need. Finally, I make my 

way back to The Amber Eagle during the afternoon.  

 

*** 

 

The next night, I wake suddenly. Groff, on watch duty, looks at me 

with concern. It takes me just a moment to realize what woke me. 

“He’s here,” I say to Groff, as the Master of Shadows appears in the 

corner. Groff gets to his feet quickly—he hadn’t noticed the Master. Truth 

be told, I hadn’t seen him, only sensed his presence.  



“You’re skills are sharp, young Knight,” he says, “Even in sleep. I 

am glad.” His voice is distinct, yet not memorable in any way. 

He speaks from behind a swath of shadowcloth. It completely hides 

his face, but does not restrict his senses at all. When he isn’t wearing the 

cloth, the Master conceals himself behind a mask. No one has ever seen 

his face; he could be anyone. Yet, we trust him without question. 

The sound of his voice wakes Freya, who gasps as she sees the figure 

cloaked in black.  

“It’s alright,” I say to her before she can say or do anything foolish. 

The Master might not know of her role in our plan, so it’s best to tread 

carefully.  

“Who is this?” he asks. I can’t tell if his voice is laced with 

annoyance or amusement. 

“This is Freya,” I explain, “Wetnurse to Prince Teodorik. The Luna 

Sisters agreed that she will accompany him until he is ready.” 

“I didn’t agree to this,” the Master says darkly, “I only agreed to 

guard the prince.” 

“Master,” I say, bowing my head respectfully, “You are the only 

person in the Kingdom who can keep him truly safe. The Luna Sisters 

believe he needs your protection, but he also needs the love of a mother. 

Please, Master, reconsider.” 

He is silent for a few moments, contemplating. If we lose his support, 

we may have to flee to Aurumesia and beyond in order to keep the prince 

safe.  

“I will need a few days to prepare,” he finally says, “Knives, you will 

remain in the Crossroads. That is my price for taking on the wetnurse.”  

Despair fills me as all hope of pursuing Dagger vanishes. There is no 

negotiating with the Master. Either I do as he wishes, or we lose his 

protection. 

“Very well,” I agree. Freya looks at me with sadness in her eyes. She 

knows what this means to me. 

We don’t see the Master leave: one moment he is here, the next he 

isn’t. Freya gasps again. 

“How does he do that?” 

“We don’t know,” I say, “That’s his secret.” I try to hide the 

disappointment in my voice, but some must show through. 

“You’re really going to stay?” Freya asks. 

“Of course,” I reply, “If that’s what it takes to keep the prince safe, 

then there is no question.” 

“But, your sister—” 

“She’ll be fine.” 



The silence that follows is broken by Rik’s hungry cries. Freya busies 

herself with feeding him, and by the time he is done the issue has passed. I 

lay down, my back to the room, as I try to get a few more hours of rest 

before dawn. Instead, my mind fills with thoughts of what the Master 

might have in store for us. 

 

*** 

 

“This is for you,” I tell Freya over breakfast in our room, handing her 

the qama. She looks at me with confusion and apprehension as she takes 

the blade. 

“Why do I need this?” she asks, “I thought the Master was going to 

protect us.” 

“He is, but you shouldn’t ever rely on someone else to keep you 

alive. Though very unlikely, if something happens to him, or me, you 

should have at least the basic skills to defend yourself and Rik.” 

We spend the next two days training in basic defense. Groff and I 

rearrange the room to provide us with an open area and take turns 

attacking Freya. She is still weak from her fever, so we take frequent 

breaks to allow her to rest. The quickness learned from her thieving days 

begins to shine through on the second day, and Groff and I are both 

pleased with her potential.  

That night, the Master returns. Freya, Rik, and I must go with him 

under the cover of darkness, so Groff remains in order to clear the room 

and take care of Quade tomorrow.  

He and I share a brotherly embrace, grasping hands and pounding 

each other on the back a few times.  

“Best of luck on your journey,” I say to him, “Please relay the change 

in plan for my staying behind. I’m sure the Luna Sisters will understand.” 

“Oh, aye,” he grumbles, “No trouble a’ all. I’ll be sure to pay yer 

father a visit, too.” 

I thank him, though not profusely enough to hint at the implication 

behind his offer. It wouldn’t do for the Master to become aware of my 

worry over Dagger. 

We slip out of the room and take the back stairs, down to the kitchen. 

The Master has ensured this part of The Amber Eagle is empty, though 

there is little he could do about the alleyway behind the inn. The Master 

takes the sleeping prince and hides him beneath a length of his cloak, 

moving ahead of us in the shadows. I put my arm through Freya’s as we 

stroll behind, watching for a sign from the Master every hundred feet or 

so. Freya is alert and wants to rush after the Master, but I pull her arm to 

slow her.  



We wind our way through the Crossroads and soon even I begin to 

doubt our location. Finally, we reach a tight staircase. Freya needs help 

descending, for they are steep and treacherous. The Master waits at the 

bottom, and then unlocks a door. Once we’re through, he hands the prince 

back to Freya and lights a lantern. We are in a stone tunnel, beneath the 

city. I lose track of time as we weave through the tunnels, but eventually 

we arrive at another door.  

The Master’s home. 

 

  



26: Flora 

 

 
A day has passed with no visit from Stellon. I don’t know how much 

longer I can stay in this stall, this cell. Every so often I have to stop myself 

from ramming the gate, which would only split open my healing wound 

and accomplish nothing more. I stamp my hooves so much that soon 

there’s a hollow in the ground, an obvious depression that I cover with hay 

to avoid drawing Clive’s suspicion. I do not like Clive.  

I munch on the sweet hay the stableboys provide for me and drink 

from a well-placed bucket. It would seem I’m to remain here for now, for 

who knows how long. My rage towards the sorcerer has calmed. Instead of 

flaming hatred burning my heart, it feels as if there’s a coal in my stomach, 

slowly dying out while I’m trapped here. I chew the hay without thinking, 

focusing on the coal and willing it to catch spark to drive me forward. If I 

don’t have my anger to focus on, I could lose myself entirely.  

A memory breaks free from the void, and I see, clearly, Da and 

Mother at our last meal together. It’s as if I’m there, eating roast lamb and 

sweetened yams, and I can taste the cherry tart on my long tongue. No, it’s 

my own tongue. I can rub it against the back of my small, human teeth. I 

close my eyes and savor the sensation, only to hear my parents’ voices.  

Mother says, “Do tell me you won’t carry around that rubbish during 

your daughter’s party. That would be utterly vulgar. I don’t think I could 

survive the embarrassment!”  

“Don’t worry, my dear,” he replies, “I can set my work aside for 

my—”  

The memory ends as abruptly as it began, jolting me back to the 

horse stall with the taste of hay in my mouth. I drop the mouthful and spit 

out as much as I can. Desperately, I try to recall the flavor of the cherry 

tart, the image of Da smiling, or even Mother scolding him, but it’s all 

gone again. Back to the blackness behind my eyes.  

There’s a new sense of urgency now, because I know I almost had 

something important, some piece of information that would help me. Why 

can’t I remember? The coal sparks and ignites, fueled anew by my 

frustration. I whinny loudly and catch the attention of one of the lads. My 

hoof strikes the gate hard and the lad runs off towards the house, holding 

his floppy hat on his head with one hand. 

Minutes later, Stellon appears. I stare at him intently and breathe 

purposefully, willing him to understand. He reaches for me with his left 

arm and stops—I forgot, he was injured, too. And he rushed all the way 

here on his wounded leg! The new feeling of guilt weaves with the rage 



and desperation already filling me to the brim, and there’s nowhere for all 

the emotions to go but out through my feet. I strike the gate once more. 

Stellon opens the gate before I can kick it again and leads me outside, 

smoothing my mane with gentle strokes.  

“Shh, Ash,” he says, leading me to the large, open pasture. I’m still 

trapped, but at least being outside lends me the illusion of freedom. 

 

  



Duncan 

 

 
Madge— 

 

Where are you? 

 

D. 

 

  



27: Dagger 

 

 
The first Waytree is simply not there. According to the map, it should 

be visible from the South Pass of the Checkpoint, or not much further past 

it. But I don’t see it. Just a bit further south, I tell myself. And that’s what 

we do. We ride south for a few miles and I crane my neck in all directions, 

searching for the tree. I still see nothing but dunes and dunes of golden 

sands, peppered by giant clusters of sandstone. Occasionally a dull green 

shrub catches my eye and gives me a second of hope, but then I realize 

what it is. 

Finally, I get to a point where I have to make a choice. The Southern 

Pass, with its tall, red flag, is almost out of sight behind me. If I move any 

further south, I will lose sight of it and my last sure landmark. What if it’s 

just over the next dune? I ask myself. What if it’s not? If I turn back now, I 

will lose everything. This whole journey will be a waste and I will be no 

closer to getting help for my headaches.  

Decided, I nudge Zephyr south and turn my back on the Checkpoint. 

The Waytree has to be close. The map simply can’t be that far off. The 

tree must be visible from the next dune! But it’s not. Nor the dune after 

that, or the one after that. Finally, when the sun sinks from the sky, I admit 

that the map must be wrong. If the map is useless, then I am as good as 

lost. 

I fall off Zephyr onto the sand, which still holds a little bit of the 

sun’s warmth, but not for long. I give Zephyr a sip from one of the 

waterskins, more than he needs right now, and make a meager meal for 

myself. With the last light of day I ready myself for the night, smoothing a 

bed of sand on which to place my bedroll. Perhaps a new day will give me 

fresh eyes.  

 

*** 

 

Zephyr wakes me with a nudge of his nose. It is dry instead of 

velvety soft, showing that his body is already working to conserve his 

water. My eyes burn from the grit that must’ve worked its way under my 

eyelids during the night and my lips are dry and almost cracked. The desert 

hasn’t delayed in making its impression on me. 

I eat some dried fruit, chew on a hard roll, and wash it all down with 

water. My bland breakfast does little to inspire me to get on with the day, 

and my cramped muscles protest all movement. Either I’ll get even more 



lost, which is most likely, or I’ll find that damned Waytree. I give Zephyr 

another mouthful of water before attempting to mount him.  

Halfway up, my right calf cramps and gives out, and I fall down to 

the sand, my ankle caught in the stirrup. I almost scream in pain, but stop 

myself just in time. If I scream, Zephyr will bolt and take my leg with him. 

I breathe slowly, as Knives taught me, and reach up to release my twisted 

ankle.  I hope it’s only twisted. I strip off my leather boot and stocking to 

see my ankle, red and puffy. Carefully, I rotate the joint and feel for a 

break.  

I let out the breath I was holding, relieved that it only seems to be a 

bad sprain. However, it won’t hold much weight for a few days, at least. 

Because my pack is already secured to Zephyr, along with my bandages, I 

wrap my stocking securely around my ankle before putting my boot on 

loosely. Now, how to get on the damn horse? 

Hobbling, I turn Zephyr so that his left side is parallel to the incline, 

giving me a few more inches of height. I’ve rarely mounted on the left and 

hope I don’t fumble, since I don’t think I can try again. In order to mount, 

I’ll have to put weight on my right foot while I place my left in the stirrup.  

Why did I insist on buying the biggest Sandstallion Clive had? He 

had three smaller ones. Any of them would’ve been easier to mount than 

Zephyr. But no, I wanted the biggest one because he would be the 

strongest and fastest. Yet none of that matters if I can’t even mount him!  

I breathe deep, summoning the wherewithal to get enough leverage in 

my left foot to swing me over Zephyr’s broad back. If this fails, I’ll have 

to hobble around the desert until I find a long enough stick to help support 

my mount. I hold Zephyr’s reins taught, ready to haul myself over once I 

get my foot in the stirrup and hold my breath as I lift my leg and push off 

with as much force as I can summon from my injured foot. There’s a 

moment when I think I’m going to slide right back off, but Zephyr tosses 

his back left haunch slightly, giving me just enough momentum to swing 

my leg over him.  

I lay my head on his neck for a moment, heaving. I silently thank 

Knives for making me practice mounting from the left, the “correct” side, 

according to him. Then I realize that getting on Zephyr was the least of my 

worries. Now, I must decide between heading further south in hopes of 

finding the first Waytree, or heading southeast and counting on luck to 

lead me to Nadine. Stellon’s words come back to me, reminding me that 

luck can run out at any time. Decided, I turn Zephyr due south. My hope is 

slim, but it’s all I have. 

 

*** 

 



With every step Zephyr takes, up and down the sand dunes, my heart 

grows heavier. What if there are no Waytrees? What if Papi told us those 

fairytales and drew the trees on this map simply to entertain us? By mid-

afternoon, I nearly convince myself that this is so. But at the top of the 

next dune I see something, something that gives me hope. I urge Zephyr 

into a trot, so that we might climb the next dune faster and have a better 

view. When we get to the top I stop him and shade my eyes: it is a tree! 

It’s south-east of our current location, meaning we were not traveling as 

straight south as I thought we were. That doesn’t matter! Now that the tree 

is within my sight, we won’t get lost. 

Recklessly, hopelessly, I run Zephyr towards the tree for as long as 

he can go, but even then we have no hope of reaching it before dark. With 

optimism that is almost as tangible as it is foreign to me, we stop for the 

night. I unstrap my bag and sleeping roll before dismounting and toss them 

on the sand, almost dismounting on the right as I usually would. Just in 

time I remember my ankle. It hadn’t hurt much during the ride, no worse 

than any of the injuries I’ve sustained over the years, but as soon as I put 

weight on it that will change.  

Getting down on Zephyr’s left proves a bit awkward, since I have to 

think about the process. He doesn’t seem to mind me taking my time, so I 

reward him with two drinks of water instead of one. I shouldn’t have run 

him today. His body is trying to conserve water now that we’re in the 

desert, so he can’t waste water fueling speed and sweat. I pat him on the 

nose apologetically. 

Speaking of water, I take a sip from my waterskin. It is almost empty. 

That single sip has me craving more and the urge to guzzle down the rest 

in my skin almost overpowers me. It’s wasteful to do that. Any more than 

one sip at a time just passes through the body. I chew on a chunk of dry 

meat with my wet mouth while preparing a spot to unroll my bag. 

Unfortunately, Zephyr will have to keep his saddle on all night. It would 

take me way too long to take it off tonight and put it back on in the 

morning while standing on one foot, even with all the balance training I’ve 

had.  

He wanders off to find some shrubs to munch on. Once I finally 

swallow the chunk of meat, I have some more of the dried fruit I had for 

breakfast. The rolls are as good as rocks at this point, unless I soak them in 

my precious water first. If that is the first Waytree, than it will be at least 

another four days to Nadine, possibly longer. Another half day to the 

Waytree, maybe, than a day each after to get to the second and third 

Waytrees before turning due east for one day, maybe two, to reach Nadine. 

I should have enough food and water to get there.  



I curl up in my sleeping roll as the cold desert night creeps around 

me. The bright moon is large, not quite full, illuminating my surroundings. 

I cover my eyes with the crook of my arm and fall asleep to the sound of 

wind blowing sand. 

 

*** 

 

A shriek from Zephyr wakes me in an instant, and there’s a blade in 

my hand before I can blink. He paws at my sleeping roll, stamping with 

one foot as I slither out of it as quickly as possible. A small, white creature 

comes out with me, detaching from my silk pants as soon as moonlight hits 

it. The worm slithers away fast, trying to burrow into the sand, but I stab it 

and stop its motion. It writhes, skewered in the sand by my stiletto. I take a 

few moments to calm myself before examining the worm. 

Though the moon is bright, it’s not as bright as daylight. What I had 

thought was a worm is actually a very small, white snake but three inches 

long, no wider than my smallest finger. My eyes widen with shock—a 

bonesnake! I break out in shivers at the close call. Bonesnakes are one of 

the most dangerous creatures in Jerta. They numb their victims, then 

burrow through the skin before latching onto the bone. Once their venom 

wears off, the pain of a bonesnake can easily drive a person insane. The 

only way to get rid of it is to cut open the skin down to the bone, hook the 

snake through its tail, and pull. But that only works if the snake hasn’t 

already fused its mouth to the bone. After that there’s no hope for removal. 

Just amputation. 

“Thank you, Zephyr,” I say, hobbling over to throw my arms around 

his neck. He just saved my life, or at the very least, my leg. I don’t think I, 

even with my tolerance for pain, could keep a clear enough head to 

perform the removal by myself, which I would’ve had to do since the 

snake is usually completely fused within a day. They would’ve had to 

remove my leg in Nadine. “Thank you,” I say again. He was probably just 

protecting himself, but in doing so he also protected me.  

The snake is still trying to frantically burrow into the sand, which 

only widens the gash in his middle caused by the stiletto. The blade is as 

good as poisoned now. It’s necessary to hook the snake through the tail to 

remove it because the bonesnake’s blood is poisonous. Spilling its blood 

during removal will cause the wound to fester, no matter what. My blade is 

coated in bonesnake blood. I grab my other stiletto and stab the snake 

through the head. Now both my stilettos are poisoned.  

I dig a shallow pit and roll the tiny snake into it. I sheath both blades 

carefully, wishing I had some red silk to wind around the outside to remind 

me. Not that I’ll forget they’re covered in bonesnake blood. There is a 



small hole in my pants, but the skin beneath is unmarked. I thank Zephyr 

again for warning me just in time. Another moment and the snake might 

have bit me. 

After shaking out my bedroll, I lie back down to try and get some 

more sleep, but can’t relax enough to drift off. What if another snake finds 

me? So, I get up, smooth out my bedroll, and do some exercises. I start 

with stretches, which hurt terribly. My thighs scream as I carefully pull my 

feet towards my groin with my knees facing out, but I need to stretch 

before getting back on Zephyr. My ankle is still tender, and touching it 

sends shooting pain throughout my foot and leg. I unwrap my stocking and 

let the cool, dry air caress my ankle.  

I remove my other stocking and point my toes, as far I can. After my 

legs stop burning, I lean forward and reach towards my feet. Then, I reach 

even further. There is no rush, since dawn is likely a few hours away. My 

arms reach towards the moon as I stretch out my back. The stretches serve 

a second purpose and calm me, giving me something to focus on besides 

how close the bonesnake was to slithering into my calf and making itself at 

home.  

Find your center, focus on it. I spread my arms wide, palms facing 

up, and turn my face up to the moon. The cool sand eases the ache in my 

ankle and the stretches make me feel the best I have in days. I lie back on 

top of my bedroll, refreshed and ready for the day. My muscles feel 

smooth, supple, and my eyes close despite my decision to stay awake. I 

drift off for a few hours of rest. 

 

*** 

 

I wake with the rising sun, feeling relaxed but a little groggy. Zephyr 

is a few hundred yards away munching on a squat shrub. He comes when I 

whistle for him, even though I’ve only had him for a few days. Clive 

trained him well, a realization that saddens me. Sandstallions are a proud 

breed, just like Jertans, and shouldn’t be broken to heed beck and call like 

a dog. They are the zerkars’ partners, not pets. I caress his dry nose when 

he stops in front of me.  

My ankle feels better after the stretching and cool sand. I still can’t 

put weight on it for much more than a moment, but at least I can use my 

foot for balance while tying down my pack and sleeping roll. Getting on 

Zephyr is a little easier today, and I find that I’m not nearly as stiff in the 

saddle, thanks to the stretches. The ride to the Waytree should go 

smoothly. The tree is still clear in the distance, meaning I did not conjure it 

from desire yesterday. My heart lifts as I urge Zephyr towards the tree, 

knowing we will arrive before the day is over. 



The sun feels hotter today even though we are not much further south 

than Delaterra. Of course, there are no trees for shade, which might be part 

of it. There are few clouds in the Jertan sky today. The dry wind does little 

to ease the heat and I find that I’m drinking more water than I should. I 

have to make it last.  

Today, my eyes start to water from constantly squinting in the bright 

light. I bring up my hand to shade them, but I can only do that for so long 

before my arm cramps up. There’s no way to tie the qacheqol to offer 

much shade for my eyes, making me want to rip up the useless thing. But 

since it does offer some protection from the wind and sand, I keep it on my 

head.  

My lip finally cracks open today, too. I smiled, a stupid thing to do 

anyway, when I saw how close the tree is. The smile was just too much for 

my dry lip to handle and it split right down the middle. My curse startles 

Zephyr, who prances for a few steps before resuming his walk. I promised 

myself I wouldn’t run him anymore because he walks for a reason. If I 

don’t want to use up my water on him, then I need to let him conserve as 

much energy as possible. A Sandstallion can go a week without any water 

as long as he isn’t strained or in poor health. 

I think back to last night, how Zephyr tried to kill the bonesnake. 

Papi mentioned that bonesnakes will attach to animals sometimes, if they 

can get close enough. They usually can’t. When it does happen, the animal 

is always put down. There’s no point in amputating a limb because a 

crippled animal can’t feed itself. So, they kill the animal out of mercy and 

eat it, making sure to avoid the limb with the bonesnake, which is usually 

tossed on a fire and burned to a crisp. That way the snake can’t find 

another victim. 

What would I have done if the bonesnake had gotten inside Zephyr’s 

leg? Would I have put him down or forced him onward, in pain? 

Desperation may have forced me to do the latter. Without him, I have no 

supplies, and without my supplies, I die. I shake my head, nearly upsetting 

the qacheqol. It’s not worth thinking about any longer, since it didn’t 

happen.  

I’ve gotten close enough to the Waytree that the top disappears into 

the sky. Just a few more miles until I reach the base! The next tree should 

be visible from there. Depending on what we find at the base of the tree, 

we may move on right away or stop for a little rest. Papi said sometimes 

travelers will leave helpful items for other travelers…or they may leave 

behind the bones of their companions who couldn’t withstand the journey.  

The tree doesn’t have any branches and stands like a tall pole. When 

I was further away I could see the huge green leaves that sprout from the 

top, but I can’t see them any longer. If the tree had branches, then the wind 



would be more dangerous to it. The leaves are attached securely to the top 

and rarely get blown off, but when they do they are treasured forever. 

Finally, we’re close enough that I can make out the textured pattern on the 

bark. The trunk is a sandy gray color peppered with tiny black and brown 

spots. Another half mile or so and we arrive at the base. I slide off Zephyr, 

my heart pounding in anticipation as I walk up to the huge trunk. I hadn’t 

thought it would be this big! Papi always spoke of how tall the trees are, 

not how wide. 

With my right hand on the trunk, I hobble around it, counting my 

steps. Sixty-two steps later I come back to my footprints in the sand. Sixty-

two steps around! The pain in my cracked lip means I’m smiling again, 

though this time I don’t chastise myself. Nobody is around to see my joy, 

so for the first time in a long, long time, I let myself be happy. I made it to 

the Waytree and it is a wondrous sight! If my foot didn’t hurt so much, I’d 

dance or skip or do some other silly thing a girl my age would be expected 

to do in this circumstance.  

Instead, I place both hands on the trunk and crane my head back and 

marvel at how the tree just shoots straight up into the sky, taller than I can 

see. The bark beneath my hands is smooth, not what I expected. The small 

black and brown spots aren’t holes like I originally suspected, but simply a 

different color. There is no way to peel any of the bark off without cutting 

into it, which is something I won’t do. These trees are sacred, each housing 

a Nameless One. I pat the tree and nod my head in respect. It may have 

taken me longer than expected to find this tree, but I am thankful it is here 

nonetheless.  

I’m so caught up in the first tree that I forget to make sure the second 

is where it’s supposed to be! When I remember, I hurriedly scan south and 

am full of relief to see the next tree, no bigger than my thumb, in the 

distance. My journey is far from over. 

I eat some lunch, my back against the Waytree, and sip some water. 

There’s still a good chunk of daylight left and I must use it to travel as far 

as possible.  

 

*** 

 

Again, I don’t make it nearly as close to the Waytree as I hoped to. 

Zephyr and I stop for the night, perhaps halfway between the trees. We’ll 

reach the second one tomorrow, but I have to admit I am more than a little 

disappointed we didn’t reach it today. I check all the supplies and find that 

one waterskin is empty. I still have three left, which has to be enough to 

get me to Nadine. I’m not as worried about food, since water is the most 

important thing in the desert. Once, I went without food for six days just to 



see if I could. Papi was not pleased with me, but I thought it was important 

to know what my body is capable of. 

Still, I eat more dried meat and fruit for dinner, easing the ache of 

hunger. Zephyr gets another sip from the water skin. I’m not sure if Clive 

trained him or if it’s something he knows how to do naturally, but he 

knows how to take a stream of water from the skin without spilling a drop. 

It’s just another question for Grammi when I meet her.  

Unfortunately, I don’t have the means to protect myself from another 

bonesnake. The heat and light from fire is the only thing I know of to 

discourage them, which I can’t make at the moment. Even if I had any 

brush, it would be much more useful as food for Zephyr than a fire.  

I place my sleeping roll on some smoothed sand and lie down. 

Hopefully, Zephyr will warn me again if another bonesnake makes an 

attempt on me. Clearly, that thought doesn’t fill me with relief, so I 

struggle to fall asleep. My body needs rest, but my mind is alert, knowing 

danger is possibly nearby. 

To calm myself, I whisper the Jertan tale that I had told Ash while 

her wounds were being tended to in Dale. The tale itself is not very happy, 

but concentrating on the words soothes me. My Jertan perhaps isn’t as 

good as it should be, given all the lessons I’ve had with Papi, but I know 

enough to tell the tale completely. Soon after, I find that I can close my 

eyes and drift off to sleep. 

 

*** 

 

The second Waytree has a large wound. Someone carved a long slash 

straight down the side, possibly with a sword. Jertans usually fight with 

knives, so a Delaterran soldier probably did this. The cut is years old, 

perhaps decades old, as I feel the seam of the wound. It’s possible whoever 

did this was trying to release the spirit inside. If so, he was a fool. Even if 

he succeeded in releasing the Nameless One, what did he expect to do after 

that? I caress the wound, apologizing to the tree.  

I walk around this tree, too, just to see if it’s the same size as the 

other one, and find that it is fifty-nine paces around. Very close, probably 

even the same size since my footsteps today may be slightly longer than 

yesterday. Again, we rest at the base of the tree before moving onto the 

third tree, which is the same distance away. 

One more tree, I think to myself, Then, one more day. I’m so close to 

answers!  

 

*** 

 



That night, I have a vision. It’s the longest vision I’ve ever had. The 

headache that accompanies it, consequently, is the worst one in my 

memory. Stellon and the white-haired girl I’ve seen before sit in darkness, 

illuminated by a floating sphere of light. Sorcery. The vision widens to 

include a small, wrinkled woman with dozens of tiny gray braids. She tells 

the other two something, but I cannot hear, only see. Then, I see Knives 

haul a dead man into a pigpen, his hands covered in blood. His eyes flash 

in the lamplight, and I see cold satisfaction, something I’ve never seen on 

him before. I’m pulled back and through the air as another vision snaps in 

front of my eyes, one of…of me! I stumble over rubble and fall as a King’s 

Guard raises his sword above me. 

The vision ends and I retch, bringing up the meat and fruit from my 

supper. I retch again and again, until nothing but bile comes up. I fall back 

on my bedroll, shivering and exhausted. Not a moment later the pain slams 

into my skull and I go blind from the force. My eyes roll in darkness as my 

head pounds and pounds. I start to cry because this time I know I’m going 

to die, any minute my head is going to split open from the pounding! I 

hold it together with my hands, squeezing my palms to my temples and 

rolling back and forth on my back. I must be screaming because I gasp for 

air before howling again.  

 

*** 

 

I tentatively open my eyes, wondering what happened. The sun is 

high and my eyes are so tender, but I check my bedroll for blood. Nothing. 

I was so sure last night was my last. I must’ve blacked out from the pain, 

like a weakling. I didn’t die, so I should’ve been able to withstand the 

pain!  

Zephyr isn’t around. I try to get to my feet, but my knees give out. 

Being unconscious for so long weakened me, so I crawl as best I can to 

look for Zephyr. He can’t be gone, he just can’t! I search as far as my eyes 

can see in the blinding light, but he’s not anywhere nearby. I shout for 

him, cupping my hands around my mouth, but he doesn’t come. 

I lay back down on my bedroll and shade my face with my qacheqol. 

Tears threaten to fall from my swollen eyes, but I hold then back. If 

Zephyr is gone, so is the rest of my water. I breathe deeply to the count of 

fifty to clear my mind and form a plan. If I give into despair, then I will die 

out here in this desert.  

Nadine is at least two days away, probably longer on foot. I have my 

bedroll, shoes, and small waterskin with maybe a dozen mouthfuls of 

water in it. I didn’t remove all my knives before the vision struck, so there 

are still five on my person: one on each hip, one in each boot, and one in 



the small of my back. My foot is still very sore but it will simply have to 

bear my weight. If not, I will crawl. I realize there’s no point in waiting 

around, so I get slowly to my feet, conscious of my weak knees and light 

head.  The third Waytree is still far and it will likely take me all day to get 

there.  

I find some of Zephyr’s footprints, heading due east. My first instinct 

is to follow them, but they soon disappear, erased by the wind. I hope he 

knows where he’s going. The Waytree beckons to me, so I turn my face to 

it and walk on. Each step is filled with pain as soon as I put weight on my 

right foot. Sooner or later I will have to crawl, which will shred my knees 

on the sand. The alternative, however, is dying.  

I unroll my bedding and hold it over my head to shade my body. 

When I rode Zephyr, there was a slight breeze to help keep me cool. Here 

on the ground, the sun beats down on me, blistering any exposed skin. My 

lips are so cracked I can’t even take a sip of water without them bleeding, 

not that I’m actually drinking any. I sip just enough to wet my tongue, not 

even enough to swallow, really.  

My progress is much too slow. To keep me moving I curse at Zephyr 

in my head, yelling at him for running off on me and leaving me for dead. 

I shout at Clive Defuego, but no sound passes my lips. Only I can hear the 

string of slurs I hurl at him in my mind, propelling me forward in rage. 

The stupid horse is probably on his way back to Defuego Keep! I knew 

Clive trained him too well.  

By mid-afternoon, I need to rest, but I know as soon as I stop I won’t 

be able to move again, so I trudge on. I must make it to the Waytree by 

nightfall. When I run out of curses, I think of all the Jertan words I know, 

starting with clothes, then move to weapons, animals, and family 

relationships, but I stop at food. As soon as I start thinking of pickled 

meatballs, my mouth hurts as it tries to water, and my empty stomach 

grumbles. Thinking of food is not a good idea right now, even though I 

need to keep my mind occupied. As soon as I give in to despair over my 

situation, I remind myself, I’m as good as dead. 

Perhaps one mile from the Waytree, my right foot finally gives out. I 

don’t stop to check on it, since I know it’s likely swollen beyond 

recognition, and start crawling. I tie my bedroll to my back and lay the 

edge over my neck and head to give me some protection from the sun. I 

must make it to the Waytree. I must make it to the Waytree, I repeat until it 

becomes my mantra. I say it to myself over and over in my head, moving 

my hands and knees forward every-other word. I must make it to the 

Waytree. With my head bent down, I don’t realize how far I crawl until I 

glance up and the tree is right in front of me. I clench my teeth to prevent a 

smile from breaking my lips open, so a strange wheeze erupts from my 



parched throat instead. I crawl faster until I’m at the base, then throw 

myself onto the warm sand. 

The sun is setting below the dunes in the west and I watch it, 

sideways, with my head lying on the sand. I barely have the strength to 

keep breathing but I know I must tend to my knees and foot before the rest 

of the light fades. Somehow, I summon that strength and sit up, leaning my 

back to the tree. As I suspected, my sandsilk trousers are completely 

shredded and my knees are bloody. After brushing as much sand out of the 

wounds as possible, I cut into my bedroll to make bandages. My ankle is 

an alarming shade of purple and is twice the size of my left. I dig a small 

pit in the sand for my ankle and cover it with more sand. Once the sand 

cools, it will help the swelling go down. I have to be able to walk on it 

tomorrow. 

I take one mouthful of my precious water and cover up with my 

bedroll. Exhaustion soon claims me. 

 

*** 

 

My eyelids are so swollen, I can barely open my eyes. Between the 

bright sun yesterday, the lack of water, and the wind blowing sand all 

night long, it’s a wonder I can still crack them open at all. Tomorrow I 

might not be so lucky.  

I dig out my foot and find that the swelling has gone down, but the 

cold sand made it stiff. My knees ache fiercely, from crawling and the 

sandy scabs that have attached to the makeshift bandages. It feels like 

there’s a roll of cloth in my mouth, but when I stick my finger inside to 

remove it, I feel my tongue instead. A sip of water does little to restore 

moisture and before I can stop myself, I drain my waterskin. I immediately 

regret it. There is still at least one full day to walk, probably two, which I 

now must do without any water.  

Somehow, I find the strength to get to my feet and limp around to the 

east side of the tree. At first, I do not recognize what the pile of white 

things is made of. Through my slitted eyes, I think there is a pile of 

misshapen white rocks at the base of the tree, but once I feel one I realize 

it is a pile of bones. Big bones. This has to be a Sandstallion skeleton, but 

the bones seem much bigger than even Zephyr. I pull out a leg bone, which 

is just the right height for me to use as a makeshift cane. With this, I can 

take much of the weight off my ankle! With this, I might just make it to 

Nadine by nightfall.  

I send a silent prayer of thanks to Luna, who is hidden during the 

day. I do not thank Helix, the sun god, for he is not merciful. I do not want 

to draw any attention to myself by speaking, or even thinking, his name. 



The sun is above the horizon, blazing the direction I must now go to find 

Grammi. I turn my face to it and begin walking.  

 

*** 

 

I collapse mid-afternoon and can’t get back on my feet. When I try to 

crawl, my arms give out and my face hits the sand. I must rest, just for a 

moment. My bedroll unfurled on top of me when I fell, shading me from 

the sun, and darkness soon greets me. 

 

*** 

 

My hair tickles my nose in the wind. It’s dark now. Even if I could 

get up and walk, I wouldn’t know which way to go. Best to keep resting. 

Tomorrow, I try to think, though it feels like my head is stuffed with wool, 

tomorrow I’ll find Nadine.  

 

*** 

 

Coolness on my lips. Water. Strong arms lift me. I can just crack 

open my right eye enough to see Knives’ face above me.  

“Nadine?” I whisper through my bleeding lips, trying to ask him how 

he knew to find me here. 

“Shh,” he says, gently putting me on Zephyr before swinging up 

behind me.  

Another sip of water, then I fall back into Knives’ arms as we ride 

away, fast. I want to tell him he shouldn’t run Zephyr, but I seem to fall 

asleep instead.  

 

  



Marcus 

 

 
“You’ve been doing well, Marcus,” Mother says. She’s dressed 

entirely in black silk and her steel gray hair is knotted tight into a bun, 

vaguely concealed beneath a black netted veil. Her eyes are a gentle, pale 

blue and her hands are soft. 

My mouth twists into a grimace as I hold up the Eye’s report, 

received this morning. 

“What do you mean?” I ask her, “Just this morning I learned the 

Thorn’s daughter escaped death! How is that going to help our cause?” 

“You’ve always seen things so plainly, never looking from a 

different angle. Does the sun always cast a shadow?” the woman raises a 

delicate brow. 

“Not if you face it,” the familiar answer leaves my lips as I squint 

over the letter. She notices. 

“Pay attention,” she says in such a way that I snap to attention and 

look at her, my gaze drawn to her eyes. The blue is grows darker as the old 

fear writhes inside my stomach, snaking its way to my heart.  

“That’s better. Now, I have a new task for you regarding this Thorn 

girl. What Keep is she from again?” 

“Delarosa Keep,” I say softly, clearly. The blue is darker still, almost 

to the point I dread.  

“You had it burned, you fool,” she says, her voice deepening. 

“No, it wasn’t me! I told the sorcerer to kill the Thorn, I didn’t tell 

him to burn it all!” My lungs feel tight. The urge to run is strong, but my 

feet won’t move at all. Mother’s eyes are completely black. Now it’s too 

late. 

“There’s a price to pay, you know it. From my barren womb you 

were born, wrapped tight in darkness and the blood of innocents. I did 

what I had to do to give my king a son. Now, you must repay me.” 

“Whatever you want, I’ll do it. Please, tell me what to do!” I can’t 

bear to look at Mother any longer and shut my eyes tight, but I can still see 

her. Mother screams. 

“Look at me!” her voice is layers of Mother and…other. 

My eyes snap open as the darkness oozes out of her in wisps of 

black, which reach towards me. Please, no. 

“You will take Him now,” she says, “It is your turn to bear Him. He 

will tell you what to do. He will get you out of this mess.” 

“No!” I scream, but I know it’s futile as the darkness reaches further, 

stumbling across the air like baby Rydian toddling towards me so many 



years ago. Why am I thinking of Rydian? The darkness grasps my hand, 

helpless, then crawls up my arm. My skin crawls in response to the 

darkness, but the feeling of fear that had been gripping my stomach 

releases and is replaced by a feeling of desire, and an urge to protect the 

darkness. The darkness caresses my face as it gently pushes my lips open 

and slips inside my mouth. I swallow the darkness eagerly, now, and a 

moan escapes as the last of the darkness slides down. 

Oh, much better. 

“Take Him,” Mother whispers from the ground. What’s she doing 

down there? “Embrace Him. He will do more for you than I ever could. 

Do whatever He wishes. It is the price we must pay for your life.” With 

that, the Widow Queen takes her last breath. 

Her. She looks so pitiful like that.  “My Queen Mother has died,” I 

say to the guards stationed outside, “Send for a physician.” We have much 

to do. 

  



Stellon 

 

 
It's dark. The smell is familiar. I don't want to remember what it's 

from, but it hits me, the same time as I open my eyes to the nightmare. 

Blood and fire. She's there. Of course, it's her. She will always be there. 

Her eyes are wide in a kind of hopeless terror, a terror that binds 

her to the spot where she stands, an arm around each child, just as I am 

bound to the pole in the middle of the camp. I don't know how she is still 

alive, since her golden hair is like a beacon in the bloody frenzy 

surrounding her. Each golden-haired child clenches their mother’s skirts 

with tiny, white fists, their faces buried deep in the fabric. They're too 

terrified to even cry, they stand so still.  

The woman opens her mouth and it's far too loud for me to hear 

her words, but I hear them all the same. "Help me." I tear at the ropes that 

bind my hands, trying to wrench one free. Then maybe, just maybe, I could 

reach the blade in my boot, and free myself. It's all in vain, but still I try, 

until warm blood runs down my hands.  

"Help me," she tries again as tears fall down her face. She knows 

it will be soon. 

Then, two soldiers, two of my comrades, approach and do what 

they were told to do. A flash of a blade, then another, as they slit their 

throats, and the two children fall to the mud. It slickens with their blood. 

It's only then that the woman screams. But, it's cut short. 

As she tries to scoop up her dead children, one soldier grabs her 

arms and pins them behind her back. The other stabs twice—no—three 

times into her pregnant belly before slicing her throat, matching her 

children. She falls on top of them, her throat gaping. Dead blue eyes stare 

at me, full of blame and understanding as the life fades from them. 

I don't blink. I take it all in. All of it. Every drop of blood from 

every fallen body. I become consumed with memorizing each dead face I 

can see from my spot, though my tears soon make this task impossible.  

 

  



28: Dagger 

 

 
I wake up thinking I’m home, in my bed with the curtains drawn. But 

the sounds and smells are wrong. I sit up too fast and feel a wave of nausea 

quickly roll up within me, making me squeeze my eyes shut and breathe 

sharply through my nose until it passes. 

“Tsst, tsst,” I hear from my left, “Tsssst....calma, calma.” I stiffen as 

a leathery hand strokes my bare arm. I take a few more breaths before 

cracking open my left eye. An old woman who looks vaguely like Papi sits 

by me, grinning with her few teeth. Her face is framed by a crimson 

sandsilk veil, matching her tunic and trousers. 

“Dagriella!” she cries, moving to embrace me. I stiffen again, then 

melt into her small arms, “Stupid, stupid girl! Tsst!” She pinches my 

cheek, but not too hard. I smile at her, tears springing to my eyes in relief. 

I made it! I found Grammi.  

There is a bright flash of light as someone enters the tent and I shade 

my tender eyes. Grammi looks at the intruder, speaks in rushed Jertan that 

I can’t catch and motions to my eyes. 

“She wants me to tell you that you have Sand Blindness,” a tall, dark, 

young man says as he sits down by Grammi, crossing his long legs. His 

muscular calves peek out from his tan trousers. He looks familiar and 

frowns at my searching stare. I avert my gaze, embarrassed to be caught. 

“Your eyes, they will be fine with enough darkness and rest. You are just 

lucky I found you when I did.”  

“Lucky, stupid girl,” Grammi agrees, nodding her head. The little 

bells on her veil tinkle. The young man smiles at Grammi and I see that 

they are close. Jealousy flares within me and I ball my fists, drawing my 

legs up to my chest. My knees and ankle are sore, but it’s the kind of sore 

from healing. I look around the small tent to disguise my discomfort 

and take in Grammi’s meager belongings. I discover that it’s her bed I’m 

sleeping in, and my heart hurts a little. A soft, worn carpet lines the floor 

while bundles of clothes and food guard the perimeter. The bed is in a 

back corner, while Grammi and the young man sit on cushions to the side. 

I realize they are talking and try to tune into their conversation, but 

again the Jertan is too fast for me to catch anything. I clench my teeth in 

frustration. What use were all those lessons with Papi if I can’t understand 

a single word? 

“Water?” I interrupt in mangled Jertan, gesturing to my parched 

throat. Grammi scowls at me for interrupting but pulls out a skin and helps 



me drink from it. My weakness surprises me. “How long?” I ask in Jertan, 

pointing to the bed.  

Grammi holds up three twig-like fingers. My eyebrows shoot up. 

Again, I feel embarrassed as I realize that Grammi must have attended to 

all my personal needs. She pats my shoulder and resumes conversation 

with the young man. This time I think I can understand a few words, but 

without context I can’t be sure they’re correct. They must be talking about 

me. Finally, Grammi motions to me and the young man nods. Grammi gets 

up, cups my cheek and says, “Good you here, stupid girl.” She kisses the 

top of my head with a smack, her veil brushes my face, and then she leaves 

in another flash of blinding light. 

My eyes water again as the young man stares at me before speaking. 

“She wanted me to explain to you while she speaks with the others.” I 

stare at him, not quite wanting to trust what he says. He rescued me, and 

for that I owe him my life, but I know nothing about him.  

“I am Kali,” he rests a hand on his bare chest, exposed under a 

leather vest, “Pitra calls you Dagriella, yes?”  

I scowl at the name. “I prefer Dagger, if it’s the same to you,” I try to 

keep my tone level, but can’t help the heat that escapes in it. I hadn’t even 

known Grammi’s first name. 

“Dagger,” Kali repeats, chewing my name a bit before lifting his 

brows and continuing, “As Pitra says, you were asleep for three days. I 

found you just in time. Your horse—” 

“—Zephyr—” 

“—saved your life. He found his way to our camp and led me to you. 

Now, you need rest and darkness for another few days, at least. You nearly 

died, you know.” 

“I know,” I whisper reluctantly. I don’t want to admit it, but as Papi 

says, admitting weakness is the first step toward overcoming it. Clearly, I 

wasn’t prepared for this journey. 

“This is Pitra’s tent. Our village is called Nadine, which you know 

since that is what you whispered before the darkness claimed you. There 

are nineteen families in Nadine now. You might see them all while you are 

here.” Kali frowns for a moment, steepling his fingers in front of his 

shapely lips. “Why are you here?” he asks, dark eyes narrowing in 

suspicion. 

I still my heart before I respond. Kali’s gaze is very deep and I know 

he is one of the few people who can spot a lie as soon as it’s said. 

“I am here for answers,” I say, pressing my lips shut. That’s all he’ll 

get from me. He stares a few moments longer before nodding, accepting 

my truthful, though sparse, response. 



“I feel you are here for much more than that,” he says, standing, 

“Though I cannot say we have the answers you seek.” He turns to leave. 

“Wait!” I exclaim, reaching towards him. He turns his head and I ask, 

“How do you know Grammi? You seem…very close.” 

He doesn’t answer immediately. When he does, it’s not what I 

expect. 

“She is my avana…’foster-grandmother’, if you will.” He is gone 

before I can ask him why.  

I lie back down and am surprised to find myself immediately falling 

back asleep, against my will... 

 

*** 

 

It is dark when I wake again. Grammi sits beside me with a little 

lantern, which illuminates a platter of food and a jar of water. She helps 

me sit up and places some pillows behind me before setting some things 

out for me to eat. I’m grateful, since it feels like my stomach is trying to 

claw its way out of my middle from hunger. 

“Tsst! Slow,” Grammi warns as I try to jam three dried fruits in my 

mouth at once. I know she’s right, so I tear one fruit into small pieces and 

eat it slowly. I didn’t think the small plate of food would be enough, but I 

can’t even finish it. Grammi motions to a small urn in the corner, which I 

use as she turns her back.  

“Thank you, Grammi,” I say, “Gratsa.” She nods and settles me 

down for sleep again. My eyes flash open as I remember what I want to 

ask. 

“Kali,” I start, and point to her saying, “Avana...why?” 

She looks pained, her face crumpling as she straightens the blankets 

she laid down for her bed.  

“His family....killed...uh,” she says, struggling to finds the words. 

She points north and says, in Jertan, “Soldiers from Delaterra.” 

“Soldiers killed his entire family?” My eyes grow round in shock. 

What happened? 

She nods, “He escape. Scar.” She draws a line up her left side, from 

her hips to ribs. “Me his avana.” She shrugs, like nothing could make 

more sense than her adopting a wounded, orphaned boy. 

Feelings of confusion circle inside me as I lie back on the bed. When 

Grammi blows out the lantern, the darkness balloons around me. Perhaps 

it’s the desert wind, or the thought of being outside but not outside, that 

makes the darkness feel so vast. Only pure exhaustion could overwhelm 

my anxiety, so my eyes fall shut while my heart thrums. 

  



29: Knives 

 

 
Freya is not adjusting well. In the time he was gone, the Master 

cleared out another tomb to serve as her chamber. Though dark, the 

Master’s home is warm thanks to the ingenuity of Sir Jaye Deljarra: the 

fountain above in The Hub not only provides water to the secret rooms, but 

the spinning wheels above the fountain generate heat, moving well-oiled 

metal arms silently. The mechanics of the contraption are beyond me, but 

the Master knows well enough how to keep it functioning. He wouldn’t 

give me any information on how the rooms came to be. Whether there is 

an agreement of sorts between the Council, Deljarra, and the Master, or if 

the Master took advantage of the invention all by himself shall remain a 

mystery for now. 

So, though we are all relatively comfortable, the fact that we’re 

underground greatly weighs on Freya’s demeanor. In the time we’ve been 

here, all four tombs surrounding the room below the fountain have been 

cleared. Most of the time, Freya secludes herself in her room with the 

prince, preferring his company to the Master’s cold tolerance and my 

supposed resentment. Truthfully, I do not blame Freya for the Master’s 

order to stay in the Crossroads, but she closed her ears to my reassurance.  

 I do not ask the Master how long we will remain underground, since 

it is not my place to question his procedures. Though he never gave me 

direct orders, I assume I am here to guard Freya. His plan could be to stay 

under the city until the prince comes of age, for all I know.  

When the Master leaves and the prince naps, Freya and I resume her 

qama training. Our lessons must remain secret since the Master would not 

approve, though I can’t understand why he so adamantly refuses to teach 

females. Freya lacks Dagger’s wiry strength, but she is quick and well-

balanced. I focus on teaching her evasive techniques, since she would 

likely have more success deflecting and disarming than attacking outright. 

The exercise serves a secondary purpose, since the mental and physical 

stamina required for training effectively distracts her from her misery.  

Unfortunately, the distraction is only temporary. Eventually we will 

need to go outside, or she will likely go mad. She hasn’t trained for years 

in shadow. The cramped, dark tombs do not comfort her as they do me. 

No, Freya feels trapped down here. I see it in her twitching shoulders, her 

absentminded pacing while soothing the prince to sleep, though she hasn’t 

asked to leave yet. Surely the Master is not oblivious to her distress. 

The Master provides us with everything we need—fresh food, 

clothing, candles, and plenty of literature. I practice for a few hours each 



morning and afternoon, using the Master’s timepiece to count the hours. 

“There is only routine,” he said to us once, the adage familiar to me as my 

name. Down here, with no daylight to direct our lives, we keep a strict 

schedule of when we wake, eat, practice, read, and sleep. Freya adheres to 

the schedule as much as she is able, though it depends largely on the 

prince’s needs. The Master did not like that Freya often naps with the 

prince in the middle of the day, but Freya stood her ground, arguing she 

needs to sleep when she can since Rik wakes her during the night. 

One day when the Master is gone, Freya pauses during our training.  

“How long will we be down here?” she asks bluntly, sheathing the 

qama. Her gaze wavers a moment before she tilts her head up defiantly 

and meets my eyes.  

I don’t answer immediately and take a moment to wipe my brow with 

a cloth and take a drink of water. The truth is the best course of action 

here. 

“I don’t know, and that’s the truth,” I say, staring into her eyes, “If 

the Master doesn’t want us to know, we don’t know. It’s in our best 

interest not to know. If I had to guess, I’d say we won’t be down here for 

years, but it’s entirely possible.” 

“Thank you for being honest,” she says, “Can I ask you a favor?” 

A favor? Freya must have been working up the courage to ask me for 

a while. In the time I’ve known her, she’s never asked anything for herself 

without a prompt.  

“I’ll do what I can,” I say carefully. Though I will do my best to 

provide her comfort, I will not go behind the Master’s back or disobey his 

orders. 

“Take me outside,” she says softly, “Just for a few minutes. 

Sometimes I feel like this dungeon is a monster, a monster that ate us and 

we’re trapped in his belly forever.” 

“I’ll try,” I say, “But I can’t promise.” 

“I understand,” she replies, unsheathing her blade, “I just…I don’t 

know how much longer I can bear to be down here.” 

To distract her, I attack without warning and am pleased that she 

seems to react without thinking. Her arm blocks mine and she twirls out of 

my grabbing reach, dancing into the ‘on guard’ position.  

 

  



30: Flora 

 

 
Days pass, during which I am fed and combed every day. Each 

morning, the stableboy leads me through an arch to the large walled-in 

area, where I’m allowed to walk and graze as I please. As casually as I 

can, I check each area of the stone wall for a place I can jump over. After 

three trips around the entire enclosure over the days, I finally admit that 

the wall is too well-kept and too high for me to make an attempt at escape 

without injuring myself further. 

It’s difficult to pretend nothing is amiss, that there’s nothing I want 

more than to make my way to Malisheram. More than a few times I come 

to my senses pawing at the base of the wall, scraping my shoes on the 

stone. I’m just glad there’s no one around to notice. The other horses tend 

to avoid me. I suppose they can sense I am not really one of them. There 

are only a few, Dagger’s pony included, who don’t seem to mind grazing 

near me 

The cut on my chest heals nicely, especially after Clive replaces the 

rhuberries with a sweet-smelling ointment. It is still sore, but eventually it 

turns into a good sort of sore, one where I know the stretching from gentle 

running is actually good for it. There is a pond in the grazing area, where I 

am able to see the scar in my reflection. It is long and pink, standing out 

from the white skin on my chest like a pink ribbon. I can’t seem to focus 

on my face, no matter how hard I try. 

I end up staring at my scar for much longer than I should, which 

draws the attention of both Clive and Stellon, who are walking the 

pastures. As soon as I catch sight of them, I dip my head to drink, hoping 

they don’t think my behavior is too odd. Snippets of their conversation 

reach me on the wind as they turn in my direction. 

“...mine, I don’t…for her. As soon as she...our way,” says who I 

think is Stellon. 

“But think….profits! Give her to...worth your while,” says Clive. It 

must be him, if he’s concerned with profits.  

I don’t have to wait long before I discover what they’re talking about. 

Soon enough they reach me and Stellon puts a rope around my neck. 

“Just think about it, brother,” Clive says, “Thunder is gentle despite 

his size, he won’t hurt her. I say, let them mate, and come spring we’ll 

have a nice white colt we can sell and we’ll split the profits! White 

palfreys are always in demand, especially with highborn ladies. Think, 

Stellon, you can start your life over with a nice chunk of gold from a good 



sale! And if you let me buy her from you, too—” he points to me “—you’ll 

have even more gold. Don’t you want to settle down and start a family?” 

Stellon keeps shaking his head and starts walking me back to the 

stables. It’s hard to pretend like I don’t understand what they’re talking 

about. At least I can’t blush in this body. 

“I said no, and I meant it,” Stellon says, “We’re going to head east. 

Both of us.” 

“You’re going to regret it,” Clive quips, “You don’t have enough 

gold to get you that far. Mother won’t give you any more, not until you 

restore your name. You—” 

“You don’t need to tell me this,” Stellon says. I can tell he’s getting 

angry, “I’m well aware of mother’s feelings toward me as of late. I only 

came home to tell her the news and my side of the story. I never intended 

to stay long. I want to see the world, Clive! And try to forget the nightmare 

of the northern slaughter.” 

“But, you always said you wanted a family—”  

“What good is a wife I don’t love?” Stellon sighs, squaring his 

shoulders, “I’m going east and taking Ash with me. Take your business 

propositions elsewhere.” 

And with that, we walk back to the house stables, where I get a nice 

comb-down from Stellon as he sings softly under his breath. 

East? I think, But that’s the wrong way! This is all wrong. I’ll never 

make it to the Malisheram if we head the wrong direction. I won’t know 

where I am or where to go! The other problem is that I can’t just abandon 

Stellon and go off on my own since I’ll surely be captured soon and 

probably not by someone who has been as kind as my current rider. What 

then? It could be even worse.  

Somehow, I need to convince Stellon to take me to the Malisheram. 

Unfortunately, the only way I can do this is by trusting him with my 

secret.  

 

*** 

 

Dagger’s pony looks at me with her dumb eyes, huffs her mane out 

of them and sets her attention back to her feed. Days have passed, I’m not 

sure how many, and I don’t know how much longer I can take being a 

horse!  

Stellon storms into the stable, surprising me and startling the pony, 

who accidentally spits out a mouthful of mush. He’s wearing new clothes: 

leather leggings tucked into sturdy leather riding boots, a gray wool tunic 

over a linen shirt, and a dark green cloak. He also has two saddle bags and 

a pack that I glance at with distaste. More weight. 



“I know you aren’t completely healed,” he says quietly, “But we 

have to go now. I thought, given all the years I’ve been gone, Clive 

would’ve had enough time to grow up, especially since he’s older than me. 

I see I was wrong. It’s not safe here, for you or me.”  

He brings me out of the stall and puts a different saddle on me than 

the one I wore here, one that makes the saddle bags feel like nothing. He 

checks all my shoes, all the tack, and rolls up a nice horse blanket for me 

around his sword, which he sticks on top of his pack.  

It’s not even mid-morning when we leave the stable. He walks me 

towards the main gate when we hear, 

“Stellon! Stellon, wait!” The woman from the house is running down 

the stairs in front and puffs her way over to us. Though she is dressed well, 

her hair has come loose from her net and her face is flushed. She takes a 

moment to compose herself before speaking again. Stellon’s face is stone; 

his mouth is in a firm line and his eyes are cold. I don’t understand—isn’t 

this his mother? He should be grateful she’s still alive. I nudge him closer 

to her with my head.  

“Stellon, you don’t have to leave,” she starts, wringing her puffy 

hands, “Please, I know things are bad at the moment, but they’ll get better. 

Stay! I know I said you couldn’t, but I wasn’t thinking clearly. I was 

angry, but I’m not anymore. We’ll find a place for you here again. Clive—

”  

At the mention of Clive, Stellon interrupts, “He’s no longer my 

brother, so any argument you have involving him will not sway me to 

stay.” He pauses. “Mother,” he says more softly, “Don’t blame yourself. 

I’m at fault for what happened up north and those are my demons to fight. 

Even if I could stay, I can’t fight them here. Do you want a shadow for a 

son, a man who sees screaming children in every laugh and dying women 

in every smile? I was going to leave anyway. This is just a little sooner 

than planned.” He takes her hands in his and tears start rolling down her 

face.  

“My son,” she cries, “Be safe. Come home to me whole again, 

whenever that may be.” She reaches into her pocket and takes out a small 

leather pouch. She holds it in her hands for a moment before handing it to 

Stellon. He peeks inside and instantly tries to give it back. 

“I can’t take this!” he says. 

“Take it!” she says, “Give your mother some comfort. I can’t let you 

go away with nothing. Don’t worry, Clive doesn’t know about it. It’s mine. 

That gold has done me no good sitting in my trousseau. Hopefully, it will 

give you some measure of comfort and safety on your journey, and speed 

your way home.”  



Stellon looks like he’s about to say something, but he smiles instead. 

The stone face is gone, replaced with a wary, weary look of deep sadness 

and regret.  

“I’ll be home when I can, Ma,” he says, “I best leave now, before 

Clive comes looking for me.” 

His mother nods, holding her handkerchief to her face. I nudge 

Stellon with my nose again and he opens his arms to give his mother a 

brief embrace. Then, we head down the drive. 

“Leaving already, Master Stellon?” the gatekeeper asks as he opens 

the gate. 

“‘Fraid so,” says Stellon, “And I’m not sure when I’ll be back, 

either.” 

“Well don’t make it as long as last time, alright? It’s so nice having 

you home.” 

“Thank you,” Stellon replies, shaking the gatekeeper’s hand, “Take 

care!” 

“You as well.” 

Stellon carefully climbs on my back and we walk down the lane. He 

doesn’t look back. 

 

  



Duncan 

 

 
18th Day of Emerald Moon 

 

My dear Madge, 

 

If there was any doubt in my mind, it is now gone. Such horror! I 

could barely contain my grief as I identified body after body…but I’m 

getting ahead of myself. Do feed the little messenger bird; no doubt her 

journey has been long. 

A week or so ago, I was asked to report to Defuego Keep at the 

behest of the County Guard. I’m not sure where the request actually 

originated, but I did as I was asked. There is no other choice. In all 

actuality, I do not know why there was such a delay…the corpses were 

almost beyond my recognition at that point! You must know of the fire of 

Delarosa Keep. Ignizio started it, I’m sure. The place reeked of his power. 

Thirty-three lives lost. Officially, I was there to identify them and make 

sure they crossed the Void, but I suspect the real reason was to make sure 

Thornton Delarosa was among the bodies.  

Such terror! Such wanton wastefulness! There was no need for any of 

it, yet an entire keep was burned to the ground to silence a single man. 

What did Marcus promise Ignizio for such an act? It must be the Opal. 

Only the Opal would inspire such madness.  

I’m ready to leave now. I should’ve left long ago, with you. Please, 

come to me now. Help me escape this hell.  

If any eyes but yours should read this, they will see an apprentice 

apothecary’s ingredient list. 

 

Wretchedly, 

 

Duncan 

 

  



31: Dagger 

 

 
A few days later, Grammi finally allows me to leave the tent. It takes 

my eyes a few minutes to adjust to the glaring sun. When they do, I am 

surprised to see a little village all around me. I had no idea what to expect, 

but it wasn’t this. Tents like Grammi’s sit in such a way as to create a giant 

circle, with a smaller circle of tents inside. The colors of the tents range 

from sand-gold, to creamy beige, and rich brown, all of stout-woven 

sandsilk. I run the flap of Grammi’s tent between my fingers as I recall 

Papi’s explanation of sandsilk. The fibers of the desert shrubs are pounded 

with rocks first, then gravel, and finally rubbed with sand until all the 

fibers split apart. The fibers are extremely versatile, and are very soft when 

woven finely. It’s not exactly like the silk from Aurumesia, real silk, but 

the texture and weight are similar. 

There are a few empty spots between the tents, where sand-cured 

timbers arch alone against the sky. I stare, wondering how such structures 

could be here, when all I’ve seen are the squat, shrub-like trees and the 

Waytrees, which would never be used for such a purpose.   

“The wood is from the ships the Masters used to sail here,” Kali 

explains, startling me. I hadn’t heard him approach. Grammi pats my arm, 

sensing my agitation. She insisted on escorting me, like an invalid, though 

it doesn’t take much walking at all for me to realize that’s exactly what I 

am. I look down at the sand, embarrassed at my weakness. “Our 

forefathers pulled the timbers here with our Sandstallions, after 

dismantling the ships on the beach.” 

Not long into our stroll, the people of Nadine come out of their tents 

to stare at me. Some narrow their eyes, while a few hiss stragada in my 

direction. Tainted. My half-blooded legacy won’t win me any approval 

here, either, I think to myself with a sinking heart. Maybe there’s no place 

I’ll ever truly be welcome. 

Kali and Grammi don’t seem to hear the disapproving remarks, or if 

they do, they simply pay them no mind. I do my best to follow their 

example as they show me Nadine and explain how the inner ring, which 

includes Grammi’s tent, is for the elderly or families without a man to 

protect them. The outer ring, where Kali lives, is for the families with an 

able-bodied warrior and those who wish to live there for their own reasons. 

Grammi explains, with Kali’s help, that there are two women living 

together in one of the outside tents. I can tell Kali doesn’t wish to say any 

more, but Grammi goads him until he finally relents. 



“Pitra wants me to say,” he begins, his voice laced with annoyance, 

“That the warrior women bested me once. I will say, to defend myself, that 

when they fight together it is as if two halves move as one whole, meia and 

meio. When their blades flash, it is a sight to see.” 

“Do you think they would practice with me?” I ask, forgetting that I 

had planned to keep my fighting skills secret as long as possible.  

Grammi and Kali share a knowing look. Again, I feel jealousy 

towards their closeness, their ability to speak without uttering a sound. 

“We see,” Grammi eventually says, patting my arm again. 

We make our way back to the village center, where we stop at a well. 

Water is only for drinking and cooking, never to be wasted on bathing. 

Jertans keep clean with other methods, using oil and sand. Grammi fills up 

our water skins before we head back to her tent for a rest.  

We’re almost back to the tent when Grammi’s bells catch the light, 

which is just enough to trigger a vision. In my weakness, I fall to my knees 

and clutch my head while the vision consumes me: I fly through the air, 

looking below at the vast sea of green punctuated by tiny cottages and 

minute spirals of smoke. There is something solid beneath my feet and my 

hands grip a rough, woven ridge. The wind blows through my hair, lifting 

my mass of curls with cool fingers. My heart fills with wonder as I smile at 

the person next to me…Kali! 

I open my eyes to see the villagers of Nadine in shock, many with 

tears streaming down their faces. There’s only a moment for me to take in 

Grammi’s euphoric expression before the headache hits. I don’t have the 

strength to fight it and fall forward on the sand with a groan. Grammi 

shouts and Kali scoops me up, carrying me to Grammi’s tent with what 

sounds like half the village in tow.  

The mutterings of the village become a roar, crashing against my ears 

in waves of harsh whispers. Profeta, I think I hear, writhing in Kali’s arms 

as he takes me inside and lays me down in Grammi’s tent. Profeta clamors 

around my head, bouncing off the walls of my skull, louder and louder 

until I can take no more and sink back into the now-familiar darkness. 

 

  



32: Knives 

 

 
“Master,” I start, my head bowed, “May I survey The Hub?” 

After a few moments of silence, he says, “You may,” from behind 

the swath of shadow. “Heed the code.” 

“Always,” I reply.  

The Master retreats to his chamber in silence, so I head to Freya’s 

chamber to see if she needs anything. I already have a few things in mind 

to purchase for her, but she may need something I won’t think of. I 

delicately move the tapestry that covers the doorway, and see Freya asleep 

inside, Rik curled up beside her. I’m just about to let the tapestry fall back 

into place, but I stop and stare at her face a moment longer. Too long. Her 

eyes flash open and meet mine, instantly aware.  

I open the tapestry wider but do not step into her space. Carefully, so 

as not to jostle Rik, she props herself up on one elbow and looks at me 

expectantly. 

“I’m headed out,” I say quietly, “Is there anything you need?” 

“Besides fresh air?” she whispers with a rueful smile, “Actually, I 

could use more linens, of course. For Rik. Dried primrose, for me. And…” 

She trails off, so I know the next item is something she wants, not 

something she thinks she needs. 

“What is it?” I ask, with more patience than usual. I’m getting used 

to Freya’s hesitancy, even though I hope one day she can overcome it. 

“I’ve been yearning for an apple,” she says, then shakes her head, 

“But honestly, I can do just fine without one. Please, don’t trouble yourself 

with that. Just the linens and primrose.” 

I nod and let the tapestry fall before I have to look at her forlorn face 

another minute. The desperation in her eyes was clear. What she truly 

requires is to come with me. But that is something I haven’t dared ask the 

Master about yet. Soon, though. It has to be soon. 

 

*** 

 

The Master has amassed a fortune, which sits in various small chests 

and purses scattered about his home. Money is clearly something he does 

not covet, but he recognizes its uses in simplifying certain aspects of our 

lifestyle. Bribery and the procurement of various valuable resources are 

two that come to mind. Of course, he is a master thief, making a point to 

steal from our enemies. Therefore, I felt comfortable taking as much 

money as I require. 



Though I told the Master I planned to survey The Hub, my first order 

of business is learning more about the Farmers. I know there is at least one 

faction headquartered in this city, it’s just a matter of finding it and getting 

them to trust me enough to meet me. After all, the message I need to give 

them will likely change a few of their plans.  

Not knowing where to begin, I head to a tavern in the south-west 

sector of the city and order a pint of ale. I sit a while and enjoy the brew, 

which isn’t terrible, and try to gauge how the barkeep will respond if I ask 

him outright about finding a fellow named “Brown”. In the end, I trust my 

gut and vacate the establishment without saying anything but, “G’day.” 

The barkeep had a tricky glint to his eye that set me on edge. Mayhap I’ll 

have a little better luck in The Hub. 

No matter the day, The Hub is always bustling with travelers and 

shoppers. No two shops look alike, as I take in tents, canopies, shacks, and 

even a few permanent structures. My eyes never tire of seeing just how 

differently the people in this world do things. I contemplate chatting up a 

big Jertan man selling leather goods, but decide against it. It’s not that I get 

a bad feeling, it’s just I can’t determine a natural way to steer a 

conversation towards any information that would be useful. I see the 

qama-seller again, going over his inventory tenderly. I knew I liked him. 

When purchasing the linen, I notice some garments on display that 

would probably fit Freya. She would never ask for something new, but I 

know it would please her. The shift and skirt are plain and serviceable. If 

anything, they would be something to train in. I find her dried primrose 

and a few other herbal tinctures that will come in handy, and spy a small 

stash of bracer. It’s illegal in Delaterra but still common enough. I clench 

my fists to stop myself from snatching it up. I have no use for it right now.  

All my purchases are tucked away in a pack over my back when I 

walk by the food stalls. Everything from apples to Aurumesian cocklefruit 

can be found in The Hub, though the freshness of the latter is questionable. 

I buy a few apples for Freya and myself and impulsively buy a bunch of 

flowers as well. On the way back to the Master’s home I almost throw the 

flowers away three times, but eventually convince myself that they will 

help Freya regain some of her sanity, at the least. I will evaluate my 

impulsive behavior later, during meditation.  

 

*** 

 

“I told you I didn’t need one,” Freya says, smiling as she takes an 

apple from me. I put the flowers in a tumbler, which causes them to fall 

apart and look pitiful. Freya’s brow furrows in concern when she sees 



them, and a variety of emotions contort her fair features. Before she can 

say anything, I intervene. 

“I thought it might help to bring a little outside, inside,” I say with a 

shrug, “No more than that.” 

Her shoulders sink a bit as she exhales in relief. Mayhap she thought 

I was making a play at her heart. Mayhap I was.  

No.  

 

  



33: Flora 

 

 
“Let’s keep it to a nice walk, shall we?” Stellon asks aloud, patting 

my neck, “You aren’t completely healed yet, so it’s best not to tax you.” 

It’s true. While I feel the best I have in weeks, I can still feel my scar 

stretch with every step. Walking, for now, is wise. 

We’re heading east along the King’s Way. I’m planning on 

scratching a message in the dirt of our campsite that night but can’t quite 

decide what I should write, or if it’s even a good idea. ‘Help’ seems way 

too vague, yet I doubt I could get my entire story carved into the ground 

before dawn. Perhaps, ‘I’m cursed. Please take me to Malisheram’?   

Around noon we come across a sign along the road that reads: 

 

Anders, 5 miles 

Crossroads, 75 miles 

Malisheram, 90 miles 

 

I can’t believe my eyes! This road leads to the Malisheram! I perk up 

and start walking faster, but Stellon slows me down. 

“Easy does it, girl. We’re not in a rush,” he says, “We’ll easily make 

it to Anders before dark.” 

It’s hard to contain my excitement, since we’re actually headed the 

right way. I can’t figure out how, not knowing where we are in relation to 

where we were when we started out on our journey a month ago. But it’s 

the right way! My spirits are high for the first time since the fire. Soon, I 

think, Soon, I’ll be a girl again. Then, I can avenge my family! I’m not 

sure how I’ll do that yet, but I don’t need to think about it now. One step at 

a time, one foot in front of the other. One hoof, that is.  

Many travelers pass us on the road in both directions, but it’s plenty 

wide so they can do so easily enough. Some nod at Stellon, some say a 

quick greeting, but most of the riders ignore us. They can afford to—their 

fingers, hats, and capes glitter with gold and jewels that reveal their 

importance.  

“Toadies,” Stellon mutters as a group passes. One of the toadies 

glances sharply at us as if he heard Stellon, and for a split second, I fear 

we’ll be arrested, but then he whips his head around and turns up his nose 

again. “Pawns,” he mutters at their backs. Why does he loath them so 

much? 

The day, which started out sunny and clear, turns cloudy, then rainy 

as we reach Anders. It’s a small, well-kept village the King’s Way passes 



through. We walk up to the inn, The Shiny Shoe, where we’re greeted by 

the proprietor himself. 

“Afternoon,” he says warmly, “Fancy a bed in the famous Shiny 

Shoe, where the good Lord Heffen was so impressed with our service he 

graced our mantle with his own Silversnake boots?” 

“Aye, a room—private. And a stable for the night. We’re just passing 

through.” Stellon hands my reins away to a doe-eyed boy. I hear the 

proprietor trying to tempt Stellon with a foot massage from his famous 

Foot Maidens just as we round the corner to the back. I wish I could ask 

them what a ‘massage’ is.  

Many people flock to the inn around suppertime, most likely because 

it’s the only place to offer food and drink in the tiny town. It’s dark when I 

hear voices outside the stable. Moonlight creeps in as the door opens 

slowly and two bodies enter, with much shhh-ing and giggles. High 

giggles and low giggles. I tense up, thinking it will be like Dale all over 

again, but I relax when the man and woman make for the ladder and climb 

up to the loft, still shhh-ing and giggling.  

What on earth could they be doing up there? I think. Then I start 

hearing things. The giggles turn to sighs and gasps. I hear boots coming 

off and clothes being tossed about. I lower my head and close my eyes, 

trying to close my ears but the sounds penetrate my brain, and there’s no 

way to shut out their lovemaking. At least, I assume that’s what it is.  

It’s hard to be sure, when all I know about it is what my maids, back 

when I was a girl, whispered to one another when they thought I couldn’t 

hear. I know about kisses, embraces, touches...but whatever they’re doing 

in the loft above sounds like more than that. Whatever it is, they’re both 

enjoying it. Loudly.  

“Fer a Foot Maid,” a gruff voice says, “Ya sure don’t spend much 

time on feet.” 

The woman titters and says, “Why would I, when I can spend more 

time on all of you?” She hushes, then says, “Still, we’re not supposed to, 

so please don’t say anything, or else I’ll lose my place here.” 

“Ya mean ya don’t drag all yer, er, clients out here like ya did me?” 

“Why, of course not!” the woman giggles, picking up her clothes.  

A few minutes later they climb down. They kiss by the door and the 

woman rubs her hand down between the man’s legs, making him groan. I 

think I see her snatch his purse off his belt, but why would she do that?  

“Better let me go out first,” she says, “You come out in a few 

minutes. ‘Bye, handsome.” She kisses him again and slips out the door, 

letting the moonlight illuminate the man’s face. He is very ugly, with a 

pockmarked nose and untamed facial hair sprouting from every hole. She 



turns back and in the second I see her, I take in milky skin and a full figure 

with a beautiful face, a face framed by gorgeous red hair.  

I shake my horsey head, wondering what all that was about and 

hoping I’ll be able to forget it. I munch on some hay and wish for sleep 

again. Not an hour goes by, however, when I’m woken again by the same 

high-pitched giggles. She’s bringing another man in! The door opens, 

and—it’s Stellon! There’s no mistaking him in the clear light from his 

lantern. 

He comes over to me and looks me over, feeling my face and sides. 

He shakes his head, looking confused. 

“There’s nothing wrong with her,” he says, turning back to the 

woman who is standing right behind him. “Why would you—” 

She interrupts him with a kiss. I stamp my foot as he takes a step 

back, stunned. She moves in on him, saying, “I couldn’t take my eyes off 

you tonight. I think I’ve fallen in love with you! Please, just one night with 

you—” 

“No,” he says, picking up his lantern, “I’d rather not.” 

The woman is shocked. Her pretty mouth drops open, then her eyes 

narrow as Stellon brushes past her and heads towards the door. 

“What’s wrong?” she sneers, “Can’t perform?” She places her hands 

on her hips, certain she’s hit a mark. 

“What’s wrong?” he replies over his shoulder, “Can’t keep your legs 

together for more than an hour?” He leaves, hanging the lantern by the 

door. 

The woman kicks a clump of hay and lets out a stifled shriek of 

anger. Seeing me, she gets a glint in her eye. I back away nervously.  

“Here, horsey,” she says, coming towards me with her hand held out. 

I sniff, since that’s what a normal horse would do, but keep my guard up. 

Who knows what she’s planning. She opens the stall gate and leads me 

out, then takes me through the stable door.  

“He can’t leave without a horse,” she says, then she slaps my left 

flank so I trot away, obligingly.  

I circle the town once, twice, three times before heading back to the 

stables. The door is open a crack so I nudge it open and head inside. She 

hadn’t even bothered to close my stall gate.  

Stellon finds me sleeping in my stall the morning, with the gate ajar. 

His tired eyes are warm as he pats my head and leads me out of the stables. 

It appears neither of us had a restful evening at The Shiny Shoe. Just as 

we’re about to leave, something in the downstairs window catches my eye. 

It’s the woman from last night! She has a look of complete disbelief on her 

face. Ha! I swish my tail and hold my head up a little higher. I can’t help 

but feel a little triumphant for thwarting her plans.  



“That’s one inn we won’t be sleeping at again,” Stellon says as we 

ride out of Anders. We stop at the bread cart and he buys a warm loaf, 

which I sniff at longingly. Maybe he’ll let me have a piece if I show I’m 

interested. I peek over my shoulder and sniff loudly.  

He laughs out loud. Surprising me, he breaks off a chunk and puts it 

in my mouth! I’m in heaven, or as near as I’ll get in this body. The bread is 

warm, soft, and full of flavor. I’m instantly taken back to home, to dinners 

with Mother and Da. Their faces still aren’t clear, but I can smell the bread 

trencher and the savory soup getting poured by the servant. Maybe, just 

maybe, if I wish hard enough I’ll go back to that place. 

A nudge to my side jolts me out of my dream. I sigh as much as a 

horse can sigh, then resume walking. 

Soon, I think. Only ninety or so miles to go.  

 

*** 

 

After Anders, the road narrows a bit, so maybe six horses could walk 

comfortably abreast. It’s still sparkly, but not as well kept. The ditch on 

either side of the road has more weeds than flowers, but the wildness of 

them doesn’t take away from their beauty. 

We pass fewer men cloaked in jewels and more that look like Stellon, 

wearing plain, serviceable clothing. Most greet Stellon with a friendly, 

“Halloo!” and a few even slow down to ride beside him to chat for a bit. 

Most just want to know where we’ve been and where we’re headed, which 

Stellon is careful to answer. He never gives away his identity, even to the 

friendliest looking travelers.  

From these men we learn that the King’s Army is finally returning 

south and that victory will be proclaimed once King Marcus returns to the 

palace, hopefully by midsummer. 

“But ye didn’t hear’t from me!” a spry old man with bright eyes 

proclaims, just as he tips his hat and rides off.  

Most riders only chat for a few minutes before riding off again, 

anxious to move faster than our slow, walking pace. I itch to trot, and try 

to a few times, but Stellon reins me in every time with an, “Easy, girl. Not 

yet.” He’s probably right, but I can’t help feeling impatient, knowing I’m 

so close to avenging my family!  

One fellow, a harmless-looking man, rides by us for quite some time, 

asking friendly, pointless questions. His pleasing face never falters as he 

asks us where we’re headed and where we’ve been, typical questions for 

the road. But I notice Stellon seems to be answering very carefully, despite 

the outgoing tone he’s using. I listen harder and finally notice that the man 



is asking the same questions over and over, just in slightly different ways. 

Why would he do that? Perhaps he’s a bit simple. 

Eventually, the rider takes off, seemingly satisfied with Stellon’s 

answers, a smile on his agreeable face. 

“Vile King’s Ear,” he mutters, “Always looking for treason.” 

We stop for some lunch in a nice grassy area off the road, clearly 

used frequently for such a purpose. There’s even a water pump and trough, 

which Stellon fills for me. The grass is quite short, but I find a little patch 

at the edge of the clearing to munch on. Stellon finishes the loaf of bread, 

which I can’t help eying.  

Surprising me, he takes out a little book from his pack and a stick of 

charcoal and starts writing or drawing, I can’t tell which. I watch him, 

studying the way his light brown hair curls around his forehead, when his 

eyes suddenly dart upward and meet mine! I lower my gaze and take a 

mouthful of grass.  

So much for trying to tell him your secret! I mentally kick myself. 

Make up your mind. Either try to tell him, or don’t! I slyly glance back in 

Stellon’s direction, only to see he’s still watching me carefully.  

Just as I decide to act, to try and show him I’m really a human girl, a 

group of riders noisily rides into the clearing. Stellon packs up and walks 

over to me, ready to go in an instant. 

“Leaving so soon?” one of them shouts, a large man in armor with a 

big, red nose. 

Stellon shrugs and bows slightly, “We’ve rested, sirs, and need to be 

on our way,” he says to them. I notice, suddenly, that they all appear to be 

knights, apart from the two smallest ones not in armor. Oh, no. Does 

Stellon know any of them? 

“Now, wait a minute, we just got here. It’s not very nice to leave just 

when the guest of honor arrives, is it?” Red Nose asks Stellon, “Is it?” he 

asks his group. 

They all shout in the negative, the youngest two shaking their heads.  

“You haven’t been dismissed!” Red Nose shouts, ripping his sword 

from the scabbard. Stellon leaps away from him and onto my back. 

“Ha, ha, ha!” Red Nose booms, “I just wanted to see you dance, lad! 

No hard feelings. Away with you!” he slaps my rear with the flat of his 

blade and we’re off! Running! I dare not slow down or look back. 

I can’t run for as long as I like and end up slowing to a walk much 

sooner than expected. Stellon is breathing hard as well, from relief or the 

ride, I can’t tell.  

“That was too close,” he says to himself, “A few minutes more and 

the Weather Knight might’ve recognized me.” 



Weather Knight? What kind of name is that? If that group was from 

the north, does that mean the king and his men are on this road at this very 

moment? If so, that’s not what we need right now. Those men are the last 

people Stellon would want to see, and it wouldn’t be very good if they saw 

Stellon, either.  

Maybe Dagger was right—Stellon clearly attracts trouble. His timing 

for a journey north couldn’t have been worse. Was Clive going to go 

through with his plan for Thunder and me? A shiver dances over my back 

as I try to dismiss such a horrible thought. If that’s the reason Stellon and I 

left in such a hurry, then I have no place scolding him for his bad timing, 

even if he can’t hear me do it.  

After a while, Stellon nudges me into a trot. There’s no time for 

walking anymore, not if we want to get to the Crossroads of Penton before 

the army. I trot for as long as I can, then walk until it’s nearly dark. Stellon 

leads me off the road into a little clearing below a tree, with a pond and 

grass for grazing.  

He unrolls my blanket and spreads it over my shoulders. The warmth 

it provides feels good on my muscles and it doesn’t take long for sleep to 

tempt me. Just before I nod off, I see Stellon unroll his blanket and lie 

down, staring up at the sky.  

 

*** 

 

The moon is full when I wake. But I’m not awake, I’m dreaming, I 

must be. I’m standing on two legs, not four, as a wind caresses my naked 

body, raising gooseflesh. I walk over to Stellon, slowly, carefully, not used 

to taking one step at a time. The bright moon illuminates his face and I see 

sadness, terrible sadness etched in his features.  

It’s only a dream, so I place my hand lightly on his cheek. Warmth 

flows through my hand and my heart and, because it’s just a dream, a 

sweet, heartbreaking dream, I bend down to kiss him. His warm lips part 

beneath mine as he returns my kiss, a sweet surprise. I sigh and his eyes 

open! Instantly, I wake up. I sway slightly, confused to be on four legs 

again. Stellon sits upright, a hand on his lips. What happened? Was it 

really just a dream? It was so real… 

 “Can’t sleep?” he asks, and sighs heavily, “I wish I could fall back 

into that dream right now.” He closes his eyes as he stands next to me, a 

blissful smile on his face. But then, his eyes open and he stares at the 

bright night sky. “I’ve never been happier than when dreaming of her. I 

don’t expect you to understand, of course, being a horse, but I would 

happily die a thousand deaths for another kiss from her.”  



A kiss? Did he just dream the same dream as me? Did I really turn 

into a girl—a naked girl—and kiss him? No, that’s not possible! I can’t 

just change back and forth, can I? It was a dream, it has to be.  

Stellon interrupts my thoughts, saying, “Skin like the moon and hair 

like starlight,” he picks up my mane and lets it run through his fingers, 

“She can’t be real. Why do I keep dreaming of her? I don’t deserve it. I 

deserve to see the women and children I let die every night, but more and 

more often I dream of...her.” 

He speaks of her with so much desire, so much longing it makes my 

own heart ache. Who is she? Like he said, she can’t be real. I certainly 

don’t remember meeting anyone who fits that description while on our 

travels. An owl hoots and startles us both.  

There, I think, That’s what woke us both up at the same time! I can 

tell Stellon thinks the same thing, as he nods like something makes sense.  

“What a fool I am,” he says, walking back to his bedroll, “Laying my 

heart bare to a horse.” 

I wince at the comment. He doesn’t know about me, but what would 

he do if he found out? Turn away in disgust. It’s true. Even if I manage to 

turn back into girl, even if he finds out the truth, it’s no good. I’m his 

horse. He’d never be able to get past that. I’m an animal. He’s cleaned up 

after me, for Luna’s sake! 

I sooth my sore heart with the memory of that kiss, real or not, it 

doesn’t matter. I remember the feeling of warmth, the feeling of—of 

rightness. The kiss comforts me and lets me get back to sleep, where I 

watch Stellon in my dreams. 

 

  



Ear 

 

 
1st Day of Pearl Moon 

Field Report 

 

My Lord and Most Beloved King,  

 

Tales both strange and real have reached my Ears, as I traveled the 

King’s Way throughout the year: 

 

One tale of Jertan invaders, sailing in the night, 

Two tales of missing princes, hidden from our Sight, 

Three tales of Terran rebels, sneaking town to town, 

Four tales of traitor Farmers—Miller, Stalk, Black, and Brown. 

 

True or false, I cannot imply. Your Majesty may judge truth from lie. 

 

Signed, 

 

Henry Polkin, Faithful King’s Ear 

 

  



34: Dagger 

 

 
Kali’s shadow appears from behind, blocking mine out completely. I 

scowl and turn to face him. His muscled arms cross in front of his chest as 

he tosses his head once to the left, gesturing to the tent behind him. 

“Come,” he says unnecessarily, “Pitra and I have much to discuss 

with you. Now.” 

I go with him, eager to see if I’ll finally learn the secret everyone in 

Nadine seems to keep tucked close to their hearts. They had called me 

profeta…seer. It has to do with my visions, but even if I don’t discover the 

secret, at least I will get help for my headaches. I hope. 

Pitra sits in the middle of the tent that is in the outer circle, an empty 

space to each side. We’ll have privacy here. Kali gestures to one of the 

cushions, so I take my seat to Grammi’s right. Kali sits to her left and 

pours me a cup of melonwine. The bittersweet liquid soothes my dry 

tongue, but doesn’t sate my curiosity. I have to flex my fingers to prevent 

myself from tapping them impatiently. 

“Grammi,” I blurt, “What is going on?” 

“Tsst!” she snaps, then looks at Kali expectantly. 

“Pitra has asked me to tell you many things,” he says without 

smiling, “She asks that you remain silent while I speak.” 

“Shh!” she affirms, raising a knobby finger to her lips. I hold back a 

huff of defiance.  

“As you know,” Kali begins, “The villagers have taken to calling you 

profeta, ‘seer’ in your tongue. You confirmed Pitra’s suspicion in our talk 

the other day, much to our…joy. Do you have knowledge of this 

prophecy? 

 

Half of one and half of the other 

From dark father and light mother 

A Northern seer, dark and slight 

Leads us with her perilous sight 

A white horse leads her nigh 

Soon, Jertans rain from the sky?” 

 

I shake my head ‘no’ as my heart beats faster. Could it really be me? 

“We believe the prophecy tells of you, that you are the one we’ve 

been waiting for these past fifty years, since the night the Waytree was cut 

down.” 



He stops, gauging my reaction to his words. I avert my eyes, 

disconcerted by his steady, dark gaze. Instead, I stare at my thumbnails 

and think hard. A Waytree was cut down fifty years ago? That must be 

why the cursed map was so off!  

More questions race through my mind: Why wouldn’t Papi tell us 

that? Who would, and could, cut down such a colossal tree? But the 

biggest question is, Why? 

“Profeta,” Grammi whispers reverently. Kali does not look 

convinced.  

“How long have you had your visions?” Kali asks. 

“Since I was seven,” I reply, shutting my eyes to my first vision as it 

threatens to repeat in my mind, “And the headaches since then, too.” 

“Hm. And this is the reason you decided to travel to Jerta? The 

‘answers’ you seek?” 

I stare at him, disliking his tone. He simply stares back. 

“Yes!” I snap, “The last vision, the one that caused Zephyr to run 

away, nearly killed me. You do know how to get rid of them, don’t you? 

Grammi?” I look to her, now, as a terrible thought enters my head—what 

if they can’t help me after all? 

Grammi presses her lips together, unable or unwilling to answer my 

question. Either way, despair fills me. There won’t be any answers today, 

not from these two. 

“What triggers the visions?” Kali asks, moving on with his 

interrogation with purpose. 

“I don’t know! Sometimes my reflection, sometimes flashes of light, 

it’s never the same. They just seem to rip out of me whenever they need 

to.” 

“Who knows of them?” 

“No one, not even Papi.” 

“You are certain?” 

“I’ve never told anyone!”  

Kali and Grammi share a look. 

”Dagger,” Grammi says, grasping my hand, “Calma. We help. We 

help soon.” 

 

  



35: Knives 

 

 
“You can touch me, you know,” Freya says, a spark of anger 

brightening her eyes, “How can I know what to expect if I don’t know 

what it feels like?”  

She wipes sweat from her brow with a cloth while I take a sip of 

water. I hadn’t thought she would notice my carefulness. Unfortunately, 

she has a point. For this particular exercise, I will have to touch her.  

“Very well,” I concede, moving behind her, “Close your eyes.”  

She expects me to grab at her instantly, but I don’t.  

“You’re prepared,” I say softly, “You must relax. In reality, getting 

attacked will be the last thing on your mind. Keep your eyes closed, 

breathe deeply, and think of something else. Think of…think of Milla.” 

It’s not fair, not in the slightest, but it should distract her as much as 

anything could.  

I wait behind her, watching the lamplight shine on her hair as she 

breathes in and out. While she relaxes, I remain alert, waiting for the 

perfect time to lock my arms around her. In theory, she’ll know how to 

fight me off, but this will be a true test of her physical and mental abilities.  

When her fist relaxes open against her thigh, I lunge, pinning her 

arms to her sides and start hauling her off to my chamber. To her credit, 

she doesn’t scream, which would just wake Rik. But she struggles. At first 

her movements are sporadic and desperate, but I can tell when she starts 

going through the tactics we discussed. Still, she’s no match for me and I 

won’t concede defeat when she clearly failed, since it would only give her 

a false sense of security.  

The exercise ends when I throw her on my bed, which is presumably 

where such an attacker would want to haul her. She is out of breath from 

struggling and breathes deeply before speaking. 

“How bad was that?” she asks. 

“I won’t be happy until you can get away from me,” I reply, “But I 

will say that if you were screaming with that amount of struggling in a 

crowded area, you’d have a good chance of escape, so long as your 

attacker was inexperienced.” 

She nods and looks on the verge of saying something else, but a cry 

from Rik calls her attention. She sighs deeply before getting up and 

disappearing.  

 

*** 

 



Luna, goddess of patience, wisdom, and fertility. All is quiet as I sit 

in my chamber, legs crossed and head bowed. I hail the goddess in my 

mind, seeking her counsel. It is rare she chooses to bestow it, but 

oftentimes the meditation required delivers an answer all the same. 

Luna, I accept the path set before me, and have walked it as 

honorably as possible. Why is it you have set these challenges for me in 

such a precarious time? Now, more than ever, my heart needs to be my 

own. Yet each day a yearning grows stronger and I’m afraid of the day I 

will heed it. 

No. I cannot lie, not to myself and definitely not to Luna. 

The truth is, I am afraid I will not heed it.  

 

  



36: Flora 

 

 
In the morning, I can’t even be sure what was dream, what was wish, 

and what was real. I decide that it wasn’t possible that I turned back into a 

girl. I don’t think Stellon woke up to talk to me, either. Why would he? It 

just doesn’t make sense.  

The fact is, I had a really good dream. True, it was the best dream 

I’ve had for as long as I can remember. But that’s all it was. That doesn’t 

mean I can’t hold onto it like something precious. The fact that it is 

precious to me is both scary and exciting…and tragic.  

Stellon looks cheerful today. He whistles the tune to Lady Ashara 

while he packs up his bedroll. Because it looks like rain, he gets out his 

canvas, which will cover him and all the bags, but only some of me. I 

really hope it doesn’t rain, since I don’t like getting wet.  

However, not long after we head out, it starts to rain. My heart sinks. 

Soon, I’m wet, cold, and completely miserable. My mane is in my eyes 

and I don’t have any hands to brush it away. I try to flick my head, but all 

that does is get water on Stellon, who protests.  

The shiny stone of the road is slick with water. I tread carefully, and 

we see many other riders taking the same precaution. All the same, we 

come across a carriage lying upside down in the ditch. Stellon hurries me 

over to the accident, where we quickly learn that one of the passengers is 

still inside, pinned to the roof under the carriage seat, which became 

detached during the rollover. There are a couple men trying to lift the seat 

off, but the door is too high on the side for them to maneuver correctly. 

Stellon gets his hatchet and sets to work chopping the side of the 

carriage open, to the objection of one of the passengers, a shriveled-

looking woman. 

“Do you want him alive, or not?” he shouts, chopping away, “He’s 

bleeding to death in there!”  

Another of the women in the group of survivors starts wailing. It’s 

her husband in there, I assume. I start to walk over to comfort her, but stop 

myself before anyone notices. Instead, I position myself in such a way to 

be near enough to Stellon, should he need anything else from his bags, and 

to help obstruct the wife’s view of the accident. 

Once the side of the carriage is open, Stellon and the men can wrestle 

the seat out. Stellon asks if any of them are trained in healing, but they all 

shake their heads ‘no’. The remaining woman in the group looks like she’s 

about to step forward, but hesitates. Carefully, they bring the man out. I 

glance at him, but look away quickly, since his leg is split open and the 



bone is sticking out. There is blood everywhere and my stomach feels sick. 

I hear a moan from the wife and move in a little closer to help block out 

more of the blood. 

“The boy took one of the horses to find help,” the shriveled woman 

says, “But like as not there’s none to be found.” She sniffs. The wife wails 

louder. 

“Alright,” Stellon says, taking command, “I’ll need clean linens, a lot 

of them!” He takes off his cape and tunic and rolls up his sleeves. 

Thankfully, the rain has stopped. But, does he even know what he’s doing? 

The woman who hesitated earlier, but hasn’t spoken yet, quietly goes 

over to one of the trunks that fell off the carriage. She grunts as she tips it 

upright, then begins digging through the clothes. Dresses and smallclothes 

fly out, and within seconds she pulls out a large roll of linen. I gasp, but it 

comes out as a wheeze—she’s holding her Luna rags!  

“These are clean,” she says quietly to Stellon as she sets them by 

him. He nods, intent on what he’s doing. I do not watch closely, but the 

woman does. “I can stitch him up, if you like,” she says, biting her lower 

lip. 

Stellon looks at her, brushing his hair out of his eyes with the back of 

his bloody hands, and says, “If you think you can do it, then yes.” 

She goes back over to her trunk and pulls out a small black leather 

bag.  

“I’m a midwife,” she says by way of explanation, “Just finished 

training with Lady Deljarra herself! See then, blood don’t scare me, not 

a’tall. That bone had me going for a turn, but now that you tucked it back 

in it don’t bother me.”  

Stellon holds the leg still while the midwife slowly stitches the skin 

back together where the bone had come out. The man, who has been 

asleep the whole time, looks very pale by the time they’re done. While she 

stitches, the midwife talks and talks, full of praise for Lady Deljarra and 

her teachings. “And her wee daughter!” she says as she pokes the needle 

through the man’s skin again, “Always so keen to help. She’d fetch us 

anything we needed. I reckon she’ll be a better midwife than Lady Deljarra 

herself!” 

“He’s lost a lot of blood,” Stellon comments, “Do you think he’ll 

make it?” 

The midwife shrugs, then says, “Hard to say. I’ve seen women lose 

more blood than him and be fine, and others die from infection later on. 

The best we can do is get him all bandaged up and splint him. Time will 

tell the rest.” 

“Will this work?” One of the men holds up a small, flat piece from 

the carriage. 



“Yes, it’s perfect,” Stellon says, grabbing it and binding it to the 

man’s leg with more Luna rags. There doesn’t seem to be much blood 

soaking through the rags, which I take as a good sign. Stellon and the 

midwife also seem content with their work. 

I look around to see that a small crowd has formed. Three riders and 

a farmer with a cart full of hay watch what’s happening, concern and 

interest on their faces. 

“What’s to become o’ him?” one of the riders asks, pointing to the 

injured man.  

“He needs to get to a physician,” Stellon says, “As soon as possible. 

We patched him up as best we could, but his injury is very serious. Are 

any of you headed to Anders? Burrowfield?” 

“I got a delivery of hay to Burrowfield,” the farmer says, “Might be 

he could ride in the hay, so long as he doesn’t leave it a mess. Special hay, 

‘tis.” 

“Please,” the wife sobs, “I’ll pay you! Just take us somewhere he can 

get help.” Her handkerchief is soaked and her eyes are almost swollen shut 

from all the crying.  

“Where’s the Way Guard when you need ‘em? Aren’t they s’posed to 

patrol this road to help wi’ exactly this?” another rider asks, shaking his 

head, “Shame on them, leaving it up to us ordinary folk to set matters 

right.”   

“There’ll be more than enough of them in a week’s time,” says the 

third, as the two carriage men load up the injured man into the hay, 

“Coming back from the north, I hear. Slow as molasses, though. They 

haven’t even reached the Crossroads yet.” 

“Well they would be slow,” says the second rider, “Celebrating at 

every inn, hamlet, and town they come across! Wouldn’t be surprised if 

there’s a pandemic of bastards come spring.” 

“Excuse me,” says the woman who was sniffing, “But what’s to 

become of us? Surely we can’t walk to Anders?” She looks pointedly at 

the three riders. 

“S’pose we could ride double,” the second rider says doubtfully, 

“Though if I were you, I’d just walk back to Burrowfield. It’s only five 

miles or so. Wouldn’t take but a few hours.” 

“But that’s the wrong way!” the sniffer exclaims dramatically, 

“Besides, what will happen to our trunks?” 

The second rider shrugs. The midwife shakes her head, clearly 

annoyed with the sniffer. 

“Alright!” says Stellon, who has been cleaning himself off, “Here’s 

what we’ll do. Unpack the trunks and bundle up your most essential 

belongings as best you can. We’ll put those on the carriage horses and then 



walk to Burrowfield. Tom—” he gestures to the farmer, “—will take the 

injured man and his wife in the wagon. Any questions?”  

“You mean we’re just going to leave the trunks and carriage here? 

But what about bandits?!” the sniffer shrieks.  

“We don’t have another option, not with the Way Guard missing. 

Either pack up or get left behind, your choice.”  

The midwife, who is pretty in a wholesome kind of way, smiles at 

Stellon. He smiles back. I decide to munch on some grass with the other 

horses while the passengers redistribute their belongings. The farmer takes 

off with his new cargo in tow. The riders continue south after the farmer 

leaves and the excitement dies down.  

One of the men is actually the carriage driver. He only has a small 

pack, which he wears on his back. The women are busy bundling their 

clothes and belongings into bedsheets to make big, bulky bundles that are 

to be tied to the carriage horses. 

“Why can’t we just tie the trunks to the horses?” the sniffer asks. 

“Because the weight and shape of the trunks will injure them,” 

Stellon says, “They aren’t mules.” 

“Hmph,” the sniffer replies, hastily bundling her smallclothes into a 

small sack.  

“Be grateful you weren’t injured,” says the midwife to the sniffer, 

who just scowls at her.  

Eventually the four carriage horses are laden down with bundled 

belongings. Each of the men leads two horses while the two women trail 

behind. Stellon climbs on my back and we prepare to leave, when the 

midwife speaks again. 

“You’ll travel with us, won’t you?” she asks. 

I can feel Stellon tense—he’s as anxious as I am to move on, 

especially after we already spent so much time helping them today. 

“I suppose,” he says finally. The rest of the day is spent miserably as 

we listen to the sniffer complain all the way to Burrowfield. She even has 

the audacity to suggest that Stellon let her ride me! He kindly refuses. 

Stellon keeps shifting in the saddle, which is at odds with the 

courtesy he is showing to our less-than-courteous companion, the sniffer. I 

don’t know how the rest of her group put up with her! She complains 

about everything—the weather, her sore feet, her aching back—and more 

than once remarks how Stellon should get off and let one of the ladies ride, 

preferably her aging self.  

Soon, but not soon enough, we reach Burrowfield. The little town is 

less well-kept than Anders, but there are more people milling about. The 

midwife seems reluctant to leave with her group, and smiles shyly at 

Stellon. He tries to signal me to stop walking but I ignore him. We’re on a 



mission, remember? I try to think to him. So he just waves goodbye to her 

as the group stops at the inn, the Busy Bee. 

“Farewell,” he calls, “Good luck with your journey!” 

“Wait!” the midwife shouts, “We don’t even know your name!”  

“It’s Stellon,” he says after a moment of hesitation, “Stellon Brown.” 

He tries to signal me to stop again, which I do reluctantly. “What’s 

yours?” he asks. 

“I’m Penelope Potter,” she says, “This is Bertrude Sweetongue, 

David Cornwell, and Jak Griffin. The man that broke his leg is Mikko 

Trondopolis, and his wife is Salla.” 

“Well, it was good to have met you all,” says Stellon, turning me 

away, “May our paths cross again.” 

So, I think, He’s back to being Stellon Brown. And lying through his 

teeth, as well! There’s no way I want to cross paths with Bertrude 

Sweetongue, or Penelope Potter for that matter, ever again. 

Down the road a ways Stellon gets off and buys a pie from a stand. It 

smells delicious, with savory meat and gravy in a sweet crust. I imagine 

my mouth watering and am surprised when a string of spittle escapes. This 

would’ve mortified me as a girl, but as a horse...well, horses are allowed to 

drool, aren’t they? I still hope Stellon didn’t see.  

We near the edge of the town when I hear a call of, “Sir! Sir! Please, 

wait!” and stop to see Salla running towards us, even more red-faced then 

before. When she reaches us, she grabs for Stellon’s hands, which are still 

holding my reins. 

“Sir,” she cries, “May heaven smile upon you! You saved my 

husband’s life, so says the physician. Without you setting the bone and 

getting him sewn up, he says my husband would’ve bled to death long 

before we could’ve gotten him to the town. Please, take this. It’s not much, 

but it’s all we have. I’d gladly give you more if I could.” 

“No, please, I couldn’t—” Stellon tries to say, but Salla interrupts 

him aggressively. 

“No!” she shouts, “You’ll take it, so help me gods! I can’t let it be 

said I didn’t repay a debt—the gods will not smile on us if I don’t repay 

you. So, please, take it!” She closes his hands around a small cloth bundle 

and lumbers away so Stellon can’t try to give it back again. 

He sighs deeply before tucking the bundle away. 

“What on earth will I do with pearl silk?” he mutters to himself. 

Pearl silk? She just gave Stellon a near priceless material! I 

remember Mother cherishing her pearl silk veil she wore as a bride, 

promising me that one day I would wear it, too, and my daughter after that. 

It’s gone now. Perhaps Stellon can sell it to help fund the rest of his 

journey, after we go our separate ways.  



There are still hours of daylight left when we leave Burrowfield. 

Stellon is anxious to get through the Crossroads before the King’s Army, 

and I’m anxious to get to the Malisheram, with or without him. After 

Burrowfield, the landscape gradually starts to get hilly. The road doesn’t 

change too much, but the ditches on either side of the road get deeper and 

higher as we go through hills. It makes me nervous, since sometimes the 

hills stretch up much higher than the road, meaning there could be people 

waiting at the top ready to jump down and attack us.  

Every once in a while, there are little clearings, similar to the one we 

stopped in a few days ago. It’s in one of these where we stop for the night. 

There’s even a little fire pit in the middle, which Stellon makes use of. We 

aren’t alone for long, though. Another rider stops in the clearing for the 

night. He nods to Stellon and asks if he can share the fire. Stellon agrees. 

Something about the man makes me nervous. It must be the 

suspicious glint in his eye, or maybe it’s the way he keeps glancing at his 

belongings, as if he’s afraid Stellon will steal from him. Nothing is less 

likely, actually. But there’s no way to tell him that. His floppy brown hat 

shades most of his face, which is covered by a dark brown pointy beard. 

He doesn’t smell good at all. 

He and Stellon make small talk over the fire, each cooking his own 

meal. Stellon asks if he’s heard of any news of the King’s Army, to which 

the man responds, 

“Well, I left the Crossroads a few days ago and they hadn’t been 

through yet. Everyone kept saying they thought it was going to be soon,” 

here the man rolls his eyes, “But they’re probably more excited for the 

feast the Council promised to throw for the army than actually celebrating 

their victory. Free food and beer for all, they said. Ha! More like free 

crumbs and stale ale, after the army gets through. I decided to hoof it on 

out and just avoid it all. I mean,” the man starts to whisper, “it’s not like 

I’m a traitor or anything, but I never was very keen on the fighting. I’m 

just glad it’s over.” 

Stellon nods over his bowl of traveler’s stew. I can’t quite tell if he’s 

agreeing with or encouraging the man.  

“So,” the man says, “What’s your story? Headed north, I take it?” 

“Yes, I’m headed for Eastport to catch a ship over to the Golden 

City...unfortunately I didn’t know the King’s Army was heading south 

when I set out. Like you, I’m keen to avoid that spectacle. I hope to get 

through the Crossroads before the army gets there, but so far it looks like 

it’ll be close.”  

“Hmm,” says the man, stroking his pointy beard, “You don’t have to 

go through the Crossroads, you know. If you’re really that keen on 

avoiding it, just head cross-country.” 



“I’ve thought of that, but there’s someone I want to meet in 

Crossroads,” Stellon replies. 

“Hmm,” the man says again. After another hour or so of chitchat, the 

men settle down to sleep on opposite sides of the fires. The man’s horse is 

roped over behind him and I’m picketed behind Stellon. The other horse 

doesn’t pay any attention to me even though he’s a male. Both of us can 

reach the water trough. 

The moon is bright when I wake in the night. Not again! I think, 

wondering what it is this time. It doesn’t take me long to spot the man 

inching towards Stellon, knife in hand. I whinny loudly and Stellon sits up 

quickly, jumping out of his bedroll. The man swipes at Stellon, but misses. 

The man’s horse is loose and he’s trotting around, aggravated by the 

struggling men. I try to reach Stellon but the rope stops me. I pull at it, 

biting on the rope and pulling with my teeth, and eventually it comes 

loose. Stellon and the man are rolling around when I reach them and I 

don’t know what to do—if I try to stomp on the man, I might accidentally 

stomp on Stellon! Instead, I neigh! loudly, hoping to distract the man. He 

looks at me quickly and in that moment, Stellon subdues him. He grabs the 

rope I’m dragging and ties the man’s hands with it before cutting me loose. 

“Who are you?” Stellon demands, his knee on the man’s chest. There 

is a dark spot on Stellon’s chest. He was stabbed! 

The man doesn’t respond, just clenches his teeth defiantly. Stellon 

shakes him hard and punches him in the face; I turn away.  

“Who are you?” Stellon demands again, but the man shakes his head.  

“Do you even know what I did, why I was dismissed?” Stellon asks, 

sitting back on his heels and letting the man go. Clearly Stellon believes 

this man was sent to finish him off. Given the evidence, it’s not hard to 

agree with him. But there is a chance the man is just a simple thief taking 

advantage of what he thought was an easy opportunity.  

“They killed women and children, man! And I refused to do it,” 

Stellon explains carefully, “So if you’re going to kill me, at least do so 

knowing it’s because I’m not a murderer.” 

The man looks confused for a moment before sighing, rolling his 

eyes, and saying, “I just wanted the pearl silk, that’s all. I’ve been tailing 

you from Burrowfield. I have no idea what you’re talking about with being 

dismissed and murdering bairns and whatnot. Just go, I’m done,” he 

shrugs, “You can even leave me all tied up, if you like. I won’t follow you. 

Clearly you’re more than capable of defending yourself from the likes of 

me.” 

Stellon gets up and walks around, clearly torn about what to do. On 

one hand, the man knows who he is, where he’s going, what he’s done, 

and what he has with him. That’s a lot of information for a stranger to 



know. On the other hand, what could a stranger do with that information? 

Is he actually a threat to Stellon, or were we, typically, just in the wrong 

place at the wrong time?  

“Look,” the man says, “I value my life. I didn’t know who I was 

dealing with when I tailed you. Like I said, I just wanted the silk. You 

don’t need to kill me or anything. I won’t tell your secret! Besides, who 

would I tell? Who would care?” He’s pleading with Stellon, sure his life is 

at stake here. He might not be wrong...but I hope he is. I don’t believe 

Stellon is the type of man to silence people by killing them, not after what 

he went through up north. But maybe that changed him? Maybe that 

hardened him.  

Stellon picks up the knife and walks towards the man. He tries to 

scoot back, but Stellon overtakes him in a few steps.  

“No,” he begs, “Please, you don’t have to do this! I got a wife and 

bairns, man! Please!” But Stellon just cuts the ropes instead. I breathe a 

sigh of relief as the man starts crying.  

“Listen carefully,” Stellon says, “You’re getting back on your horse 

now and heading back to Burrowfield. You aren’t looking back. You 

won’t speak of what happened here, and neither will I. You will get an 

honest profession to support your family or, and I can promise you this, 

one day soon you will not make it back home. Do you understand?” 

The man nods as he picks himself up and gets ready to leave. Stellon 

still has the man’s knife gripped in his hand. It’s shaking slightly, 

reflecting the moonlight with small, faint shimmers. The dark spot on his 

chest is a little bigger, but not much. That has to be a good sign, right? 

Surely if it was a bad wound, there would be a lot more blood.  

The man is ready to go within a few minutes and doesn’t waste any 

time with goodbyes. Suddenly, he’s gone and Stellon and I are alone in the 

clearing again. He goes over to the fire and takes off his shirt. I inhale 

quickly, snorting—his back is crisscrossed with new scars! What in Luna’s 

name has happened to this man?  

He prods the wound on his chest, grimacing slightly. It doesn’t look 

very bad, but he washes it off and bandages it as best he can. The bandage 

keeps sliding off, though, so eventually he just leaves it off. I hope it 

doesn’t fester. 

I don’t think either of us falls back asleep. I know I don’t, and 

whenever I look at Stellon he seems wide awake, staring at the fire. We 

leave right at dawn, getting a very early start. Might we make it to the 

Crossroads today?  

I feel strong enough to trot, so I do for a while. When I grow tired, I 

walk. Every once in a while we’ll stop and Stellon will stretch his legs and 



I’ll munch on some grass. It’s sunny today and for some reason I feel very 

hopeful, despite last night’s events. 

There is more traffic on the road today as more and more people head 

south to get out of the way of the King’s Army. I do wonder what we’re 

getting ourselves into, heading straight into the area so many people are 

trying to avoid. What if we don’t make it in time? What if we head straight 

into them? They might capture Stellon...they might even hang him! I trot 

again, determined to make it there as soon as we can.  

I smell the city before I see it. As we get closer, I see smoke rising 

from chimneys. As with Westport, the city doesn’t suddenly start. There is 

a gradual increase of cottages and houses along the road, which eventually 

turn into taller, more crowded buildings. The smell grows stronger. Again, 

I wonder how people can live like this, surrounded by filth. 

True to its name, the Crossroads of Penton is the crossroads of five 

big roads, which meet in the middle in a giant circle. I’ve never seen 

anything like it before. In the middle of the circle is a huge fountain, where 

many horses (and people) crowd around to drink their fill. The fountain is 

a series of wheels stacked one on top the other, the largest at the bottom 

and the smallest at the top. After watching for a moment, I realize that the 

water coming out of the top causes all the wheels to spin! I want to head 

over to get a closer look, but Stellon takes me down an alley. 

We twist and turn for a while through alleyways and streets and I 

start to get uncomfortable. While the center of the Crossroads had been 

cheerful and lively, the area we’re headed seems dark and scary. We stop 

in front of a place called Hobb’s, where Stellon gets off and ties me to a 

post. I’m not happy about this, but what choice do I have but to wait for 

him? Compared to the bustling Crossroads, this area is quiet. I see a cat 

stalk through the shadows, intent on its prey, and a dirty woman carrying 

dirty laundry down the road. What is Stellon doing here?  

Perhaps half an hour later, he comes back out, pats my nose, then 

takes me around back to a stall that’s not quite part of a stable. It looks like 

it’s been added on to the building, but it’s full of not-so-bad-smelling hay 

and on top of my feed, there’s an apple. I smile inside. I guess we’re 

staying here for the night. 

I don’t like the smells. I don’t like the sounds. And I definitely do not 

like seeing Stellon deep in conversation with such a rough-looking fellow, 

who is probably Hobb himself. I can see him through the window, but I 

can’t hear what they’re saying. Stellon looks angry, sad, and then defiant. I 

can see him nodding along to what Hobb says and I wish I could listen to 

their conversation.  



After a while, I get tired of trying to read facial expressions and doze 

off, hoping I’ll still be here in the morning, and hoping tomorrow will be 

the day I can make a break for Malisheram. 

 

  



37: Dagger 

 

 
“It is today,” Grammi says after our light breakfast, “She arrived 

during the night.” 

By now Grammi and I can understand each other well enough 

without Kali, though we must use a mix of Jertan and Delaterran. Still, I 

cannot fathom who Grammi is referring to. I didn’t know we were 

expecting anyone! 

After we tidy up her tent, our tent, we go to a small crimson tent that 

wasn’t set up the night before. I stop outside, sensing something powerful 

inside, though I cannot explain how I know that. 

“Come,” Grammi says, holding the tent flap open for me. She peers 

over my shoulder and I see Kali walking towards us. Grammi holds the 

flap open for him, too, and we all go inside.  

An old woman, even older than Grammi, waits for us within. Her 

eyes are milky white with blindness, but she acts like she can still see us. 

“Ah!” she cries, her old face crinkling up with a hundred lines as she 

smiles. She reaches forward and grabs my hands before pulling me into an 

embrace. The sensation of power grows warmer, and the woman launches 

into a long string of Jertan words, softened by her toothless mouth. 

“She says there is no doubt,” Kali says, unsmiling, “You are the 

profeta we have been waiting for.”  

“Yes, but who is she?” I whisper to Kali. 

“Zastara,” says Grammi, embracing her. 

“Pitra,” Zastara says, closing her eyes.  

After a few moments of pleasantries, Zastara wastes no more time 

and asks Kali to translate. We all take our seats on the cushions. 

“Time is short,” he says for her, “Too short, but she will teach you 

what she can. She is a seer from Jean…she was a seer. She lost both her 

true sight and eyesight the day you were born.” 

My head jerks up in alarm: Will I go blind someday, too? 

“She asks about when you had your first vision, what it was, and if 

you have ever had a headache following a vision,” Kali asks, his face 

stone.  

This is why I came here, why I ran away with Stellon and killed three 

men, why I bought Zephyr and rode across the desert. But I find my lips 

are stuck together and my tongue won’t move. I look at my hands, 

frustration and…and what I realize is fear welling within me.  

“Dagger,” Pitra murmurs, “Is alright.” She squeezes my hand with 

her dry, twig-like fingers and suddenly my lips open and everything pours 



out of me at once. Years and years of secrets, doubts, and terror crash onto 

Zastara, and Kali has trouble keeping up with me. But he does. Zastara 

says nothing, moves not one hair as she listens to my tale. 

When I’m done, I feel different. There’s a space in my chest I hadn’t 

realized was there. I’ve been keeping my secret so close to me for so long, 

I couldn’t even imagine what it would be like to not have it anymore. 

Without warning, I start crying. Pitra puts her small arms around me while 

I sob away the rest of the years I’ve been carrying my secret around with 

me. Though I don’t cry for long. 

I glance at Kali and think I see some hint of emotion, but it’s gone 

before I can tell which one. Zastara does not say anything for a few 

minutes, during which I blot my face with a cloth and drink some 

melonwine. 

“Poor child,” she says through Kali, and I can hear the deep sadness 

in her voice, “You never should have had the burden all to yourself. There 

is nothing I can do about the past, but I can teach you how to avoid the 

headaches and hone your vision, from this day on.” 

A spark flares within me. Finally. Finally!  

“Traditionally, a profeta has a mirror she uses to see. This is why 

your visions have been triggered by reflections and flashes of light. 

Because you have not regularly used your sight, it bursts out of you when 

it can, when it has the need. The headaches are from you resisting the 

vision, not fully welcoming it within you. You are lucky you came here 

when you did, for if you had waited much longer, one of these headaches 

would have killed you.” 

My heart nearly stops. I was right; my fears of death were legitimate. 

Stellon was right, too: I am lucky to be alive. Zastara takes something out 

of a bag beside her, her fingers seeing well enough. The item is wrapped in 

sandsilk, which she holds for a moment, tenderly, before carefully handing 

it to me. 

“This was hers,” Kali says, “And now, it is yours.” 

I unwrap it slowly, unwinding layer after layer of sandsilk to finally 

reveal a mirror unlike any I’ve ever seen before. There’s no glass—it’s 

solid silver, polished so finely that I can clearly see my reflection. The 

oval shape of the mirror easily fits into the palms of my hands. It feels 

warm and seems to pulse as I stroke the smooth surface with my thumb. I 

look up to see Zastara smiling. 

“It is a blessing and a curse,” she says through Kali, “A window to 

the future, for better or worse.” 

There’s something I should ask, but I’m so afraid of the answer I 

don’t know if I can summon the courage. There’s no going back now, I 

think to myself, Better find out how bad it is. 



“Are all the visions of things that will happen?” I ask, my heart 

thrumming as I hope Zastara will say ‘no’. 

But she doesn’t say ‘no’. Instead, her face crumples as she nods 

slowly. 

“No!” I gasp, “Please, no.”  

“It is a blessing and a curse,” she says again, “It matters not if you 

keep what you see to yourself or share it with the world, for what you see 

will come to pass.” 

“Always?” I confirm. 

“Yes, always. I am sorry.” 

Kali and Grammi watch me carefully, and I’m sure Zastara is, too, 

though she can’t see. I don’t expect the anger that fills me up so quickly I 

have to stand up with it and get out of the tent. I whip the flap so hard it 

snaps as I walk away, then run away, into the desert. Tears start streaming 

out of my eyes again but I’m not crying, I just  can’t stop the ebb while 

I’m running, so I leave a trail of droplets behind me. My feet feel the heat 

of the sand beneath the leather slippers Grammi gave me. I have no water, 

no protection from the sun but I don’t care. 

When I can run no longer I collapse on the sand. My legs and hands 

burn, but I don’t care. I want to rip my eyes out, rip this curse out of me, 

and I try. I tilt my head back and stare straight at the sun while my hands 

claw at my face. But nothing happens.  

My streaming eyes shut against my will and I crumple, hunched over 

my knees. Just minutes pass before I hear someone approach. 

Of course, I think spitefully, now they have their seer, they’ll always 

make sure I’m looked after. 

It’s Kali on a Sandstallion. I look away and bury my head under my 

arms. Why can’t they leave me alone? I hear him dismount, but I don’t 

look at him. He’ll have to drag me away. I brace myself, thinking he’s 

going to grab me at any moment and throw me over the back of his horse, 

but he doesn’t. Instead, I hear him untie something from his horse and 

twist it into the sand. I won’t look. After another few strange sounds, the 

heat beating on my head and back is gone. I look up to see a canopy above 

me, providing shade.  

Kali sets out a few thick mats and a water skin, before sitting on one 

of the mats himself. The stone face is gone, replaced by something I can’t 

place, but not anger or disappointment. Perhaps understanding. 

I sit on the mat to provide relief for my feet, but then resume my 

pose: feet drawn to my chest with my face buried in my knees, and my 

arms clamped over my head.  

“The answers you were seeking, perhaps, but not the answers you 

were hoping for?” Kali asks quietly.  



I burrow my face deeper and breathe deeply a few times. Finally, I 

emerge. 

“I didn’t know,” I say, “I didn’t know it would be like this. My whole 

life I thought there was something wrong with me. I didn’t know it was 

this…big.” 

“Ah,” he says, nodding.  

“I’ve seen mortal fear in Papi’s eyes. People I care for in danger or 

dying. That’s probably the worst thing. But now that I know everything 

was true…” I trail off. Kali doesn’t need to know everything, does he? 

“Maybe, if I had known from the beginning, it wouldn’t be so bad now. 

But to know what will happen and be powerless to stop it, no matter what? 

I don’t know if I can do it.” 

“I see.” 

“Do you?” I snap, “You can’t. What am I supposed to do? I never 

wanted this!” 

The canopy rustles in the hot wind. 

“I would take a few more moments to collect yourself, then accept 

your fate,” he says simply, “No amount of fighting or anger will change it. 

Only death. Do you wish to die?” 

I want to shout “Yes!” if only just to spite Kali, but it’s not the truth. 

Death is something I always like to think I’m prepared for, but it’s not.  

“Why are you here?” I ask him instead. 

“Pitra cannot ride after you,” he says with a shrug, “Do you need 

more time? We have much to discuss.” 

I don’t know if it’s a scene from a vision, or just a sense of knowing, 

but it becomes clear then that my life is no longer my own. I do need more 

time, but there simply isn’t any. Kali is right.  

“Just a few more moments,” I say.  

 

  



38: Knives 

 

 
A sound like a barking dog wakes me. I don’t even have time to 

place the sound before Freya brings it into my room. Rik. His cheeks are 

flushed and his eyes are dull. 

“What’s wrong with him?”  

“He’s ill!” she says above the horrible sound, “We need to get help.” 

In an instant, the Master of Shadows appears. 

“Do not leave,” he warns, “If you leave, I cannot protect him.” 

“But he’ll die if we don’t get help!” Freya pleads. 

The Master stands still. 

“Dark forces seek the prince,” he says, “If you leave, they will find 

him. I will bring a healer, though we will have to kill him once the prince 

is treated. Is that your wish?” 

Freya crumples, sitting on my bed and holding the prince up to her 

shoulder. Her gentle pats do nothing to abate Rik’s cough. A moment 

passes, then she nods. The Master vanishes. 

“What if he takes too long?” Freya asks, fear coating her voice.  

“He won’t,” I say, though I can’t be sure.  

“Where is the Luna Temple? Don’t they have healers? We could take 

Rik there!” 

“It’s not too far, but we don’t know if they can be trusted. It’s not 

safe.” 

“But they wouldn’t even know who I am! I’m just a mother with a 

sick babe. Surely they couldn’t know who Rik is!” 

“No, Freya. It’s not safe. The Master will be back soon enough. Just 

try to rest and keep Rik comfortable.” 

Freya gets up and returns to her chambers. There’s a line of defiance 

around her mouth that I don’t like, but she wouldn’t be foolish enough to 

actually leave. I try to remain alert, but the lack of bracer has taken a toll 

on me. Despite my efforts, I find myself sinking back onto my bed. 

 

*** 

 

A rough, “Ehm!” wakes me. My eyes snap open, but my body is slow 

to respond. With heavy limbs, I climb out of bed and do a few jumps and 

stretches to restore some alertness.  

There’s a small, bent old man with a cloud of white hair standing in 

the doorway to Freya’s chamber.  



“Bring ‘im out here, where I can see ‘im,” the old man orders. He 

sets his bag on the table and collects some of the lamps to brighten his 

work area. Freya, with wisps of hair haloing her sleepy face, brings out a 

sleeping Rik. Once awake, Rik resumes his barking cough in a sharp 

rhythm.  

“Hmm,” the old man’s brow furrows deeply, “Let me see ‘im.” He 

holds out his hands to take Rik, but Freya tightens her grip on him, unsure. 

“Give him the boy,” the Master of Shadows says from the corner, “I 

brought him for this purpose.” 

Freya hands Rik over and sits on the bench. I stand behind her. 

“Ehm,” he says, “Hmm.” He mumbles as he listens to Rik’s chest, 

unwraps him and pores over his skin, and holds the lamp up to his eyes. 

Rik doesn’t seem to mind such handling, which worries me. Aside from 

his cough, Rik isn’t making a sound. “Damp Cough.” 

“Damp Cough?” Freya echoes, “Is there treatment?” 

“Ehm! Fer starters, get him out o’ this place. Too damp. This cough 

is normally only seen in the fall, during the rainy season. But the little one 

here seems to have picked it up from bein’ down here. I’ll also make up a 

paste for his chest, to help draw the dampness out.” 

“So, he’ll live?” There’s a catch in Freya’s voice that causes me to 

place a hand on her shoulder before I can think not to. She shifts. 

“Most like. Damp Cough isn’t usually fatal, but without treatment it 

can linger. If he starts to gurgle—” the doctor demonstrates the sound “—

then it’s likely gone too far.” 

“Can I take him now?” Freya stands and holds out her arms. 

The doctor rummages in his bag for a moment, but straightens as he 

feels the Master approach behind him. 

“I’m on yer side, ya know,” he says without turning, “I’ve patched up 

more Farmers than I can count, though I wouldn’t call myself one.” 

“What makes you say that?” I ask him. 

“Come now, yer living beneath the city! If yeh ain’t Farmers, then 

what are yeh doin’ down here?” 

“Tell us, then, where can we go? Are there safe places in the city?” 

“For extended time in the city, not so much. The Luna Temple would 

be safe only as a last resort.” 

“How can I get in touch with other Farmers?” 

“Well, yeh could play Penny Parry at The Red Frog. Make sure yeh 

use Hearts.” The doctor finishes mixing a yellow paste that smells of onion 

and yarrow. “Apply this to his chest. It’ll dry and flake off, then apply a 

new one ‘til his cough is gone. I made enough to last a week.”  

“Thank you, doctor,” Freya says, laying Rik on her knees in order to 

spread the mixture on his chest. 



I walk over to the Master and whisper, “Did he speak the truth, about 

helping Farmers?” 

“He did,” the Master pinches a few coins from a nearby purse, “And 

since we must leave this place, there’s no reason to kill him now.” 

I nod, having come to the same conclusion. Freya will be relieved, 

for multiple reasons. Not only will the doctor live, but now we’ll be forced 

above ground, for Rik’s sake. 

“I’ll need a day to make arrangements,” the Master says to me, 

handing over the coins, “Watch over them.” 

The Master departs, leaving me to deal with the doctor. Ordinarily, I 

would never trust anyone under these circumstances, but if the Master says 

he was truthful, then that’s what he is.  

“Thank you for your service,” I hand him the coins, which he pockets 

without counting, “Luna bless you.” 

“And you,” he finishes packing up his bag and raises his shaggy 

brows, “I don’t suppose we’ll be meeting again, but would yeh mind 

showing me the way out?” 

Freya looks concerned, not knowing our new plan, and stands. 

“All is well,” I say to her, hoping she’ll believe me, “I’ll be back 

before you can miss me.” 

 

  



39: Flora 

 

 
I actually sleep through the night for the first time in a while. This 

surprises me, since I was sure I would wake up to every strange sound in 

the loud city. Not long after dawn, Stellon greets me. He doesn’t look well, 

with bags under his eyes and flushed cheeks. Perhaps he indulged in some 

wine last night. I tsk disapprovingly, not that he notices. Yet he doesn’t 

smell of wine. 

I wish I could ask where we’re headed. If we head back to the 

fountain, I could read the signs and take the one to the Malisheram, with or 

without him. I know he wants to head to Eastport. Suddenly, I realize that 

this could be the last time I see him! 

I look at him—really look at him—and take in his features, his gray 

eyes (which are dark today), his light brown hair that curls gently around 

his forehead, the scar on his cheek, his expressive mouth, which is prone to 

smiles both genuine and false. Looking at his lips makes me think of the 

dream kiss; I turn away, embarrassed. I will miss him, I realize, so very 

much. My heart even starts hurting when I think what it will be like 

without him.  

“Well,” he mumbles, “Time to go.” 

He has trouble climbing into the saddle and grunts with pain. I worry 

about the wound, which I can’t see underneath his clothing. What if it’s 

festering and he’s not doing anything about it? I can’t leave him alone if 

he’s ill! Nobody will take care of him. Well, Hobb might, but we’re 

headed away from him.  

I try to go back but Stellon nudges me forward. Instead of going back 

the way we came, he takes me on a new route. We meander through the 

alleys and back streets some more and eventually leave the town on a well-

trod path. This definitely does not look like the right way, especially since 

we’re heading away from the rising sun. Isn’t Eastport in the east?  

Not too far along the road is a sign that reads: 

 

Myrtle Lake, follow path 

 

A lake? I have to hope we’re meeting someone there, since I cannot 

help him in this form. His mumbles and hums, usually comforting, worry 

me as he struggles to make a coherent refrain of an off-key tune. 

Around what I guess is noon, Stellon turns me off onto a small track, 

which leads to a little pebbly beach with a nearby cave. The view from the 

beach is so beautiful, and it’s even possible to see the mountains rising 



across the lake, purplish near the top. The lake itself is so calm, so blue. 

The moment is ruined when Stellon more or less falls off my back and 

stumbles into the cave, where he promptly collapses in a heap. 

I whinny as loud as I dare, hoping there is nobody bad nearby, and 

nuzzle him gently. He does not wake up. I put my nose to his chest and 

take it away quickly—he’s burning up!   

What can I do? I spy some rhuberries growing along the edge of the 

beach, but they’re far too delicate to pick with my teeth. Besides, I can’t 

even get to the wound to apply the paste, assuming I could make one in the 

first place! I quickly contemplate my options. I could run for the town and 

try to find help, but the problem with that would be convincing someone to 

come with me without using words. I could also get lost. No, that option 

won’t work. I could— 

“Yooou could break the spellll,” says a voice from the water. 

I freeze; the hair on my back stands on end as I shiver. Who said 

that? Who heard me? I ready myself to bolt when I see the owner of the 

voice, a woman in the water. Wait. I look closer and realize she’s not a 

woman, not really. She looks like one, with a woman’s figure, but there’s 

something strange about her face, her eyes, the way she’s looking at me, in 

me.   

Who...what are you? I ask. 

She smiles coyly and says, “I am Lim. Yoooou are?” Her wet hair 

clings to her face and body above the water, then fans out in wild, dark 

tendrils beneath it. Her long fingers are webbed as she moves them across 

the surface without a ripple.  

Ashara, I think, but she frowns and shakes her head. I’m...I can’t 

remember, I think again. 

“Yooou pooor, pooor thing,” she croons, “Trapped in a body not 

yooour own, and in loooove, too.” She burbles, splashing a bit with one 

hand. She’s naked in the water, but there are tiny patches of silver all over 

her arms and legs that make her look like she is part fish. I wonder if she is 

the same creature from the fountain in Westport, when her words actually 

hit me. In love? No! I shake my head, How could I be? Besides, that’s not 

what I need help with. I need to break this curse, now! Stellon could be 

dying!  

Lim cocks her head from side to side as if thinking about what to do. 

Finally, she says, “Yooou are sooo, sooo close to breaking the curse on 

yooour own. I coould help you, but I might not.” 

Please, oh please help! I think, He’s probably dying and I could save 

him if I had hands. I can’t save him right now, not in this form. Please! I 

reach towards her with my nose. 



“Ooooh, very well. Here is my help,” she brings up a water lily and 

lets it float in front of me. “I can’t just break the curse for yooou, but if 

you think hard enough, yoooou might just...succeed.” She darts forward 

and kisses me quick on the nose before disappearing beneath the surface. 

Was she really here? Did I imagine the whole thing? No, the water lily is 

there, floating. 

If I’m really so close to breaking the curse, how will a lily help? I 

want to groan, thinking she’s probably just trying to trick me so she can 

have a good laugh.  A pile of white stones on the shore catches my eye. 

There are offerings on it: a small ragdoll, a braided circlet of hair, a bowl 

of dried berries. A sense of old embraces me as I turn my gaze back to the 

lily. This place is sacred, and Lim was the first person to recognize me for 

my true self.  

My true self, I think, but those words want to fade away as soon as I 

conjure them. Not Ashara. But how can I know who I am when I can’t 

even remember my own name? Not just my name, but almost everything 

about my life from before. This whole journey, I’ve only been able to 

recall brief snatches of who I was, and who I loved, and I’m not even sure 

if I was actually trying to recall those memories, or if they appeared on 

their own, defiant to the oblivion this curse has forced on my mind.  

My nostrils flare as I breathe in and out deeply and stare at the 

flower...flower...why does that sound so familiar? Why is it so hard to 

think clearly? I focus on the lily, staring at it fiercely and don’t allow my 

mind to wander. The flower—it’s pink. It’s beautiful. It’s…a flower. 

Flower.  

“My flower…” 

In that moment, it’s as if a seed is planted inside my head. I can 

almost watch as it starts to grow into this idea of me, of who I was and 

who I’ve become. A mad notion that I’ve been a flower all along, that I 

was never a girl, threatens to sever the fragile stem that is growing into me, 

but I hold tight to the girl that is rising within me. My name, I remember 

it! The tight bud that was locked inside bursts forth and explodes in my 

mind as I reach up with my hands, my hands, and become again who I 

always was— 

“Flora!” I shout, then fall down on the beach on my knees, “I’m 

Flora Delarosa!” I start sobbing, as all my feelings rush back into my 

human form. The loss of my family hits me all over again, the fire, 

everything as I sit naked on the shore, hugging my legs to my chest as I 

shake uncontrollably. But I don’t allow myself long to grieve, for there’s 

another task I must complete before I can seek vengeance for my losses. 

Stellon. I must save him. 



I glance out at the lake and see Lim smile before ducking back under 

the surface, not even leaving a ripple behind. I wish I could thank her.  

Getting to my feet is difficult, since I want to bend over to walk on 

my hands, too. I manage to stop sobbing, but there’s no stopping the tears 

that still run down my face, or the random spasms of my limbs. Clothes, I 

think. Then I say it aloud, “Clothes.” I must remember that I can speak 

now. 

I go over to Stellon and make sure he’s still breathing. He is. But his 

body is hot, much too hot. “Hurry,” I tell myself. I dig through one of his 

packs and pull out a spare green tunic, which I lift over my head and pull 

down to my knees. I belt it with the priceless pearl silk, finding nothing 

else in my hurried search.  

I open his blanket next to him and roll him onto it as best I can, 

surprised at my own strength. Getting his shirt off is a challenge, since his 

limbs are dead weight and refuse to work with me, but eventually his chest 

is bare. The wound is weeping yellow fluid and is surrounded by dark pink 

streaks. It does not look good at all. I bite my lip, hoping the rhuberries 

will work. 

I grab both leaves and berries by the shore and a potful of water as 

well. There’s no time to light a fire just yet, and I doubt I even could if I 

tried, so I clean a knife as best I can and gently cut the wound open. It’s 

small, no wider than the knife blade, and not too deep.  

“Why did it fester?” I ask myself, confused. This wound seems so 

small and harmless.  

More yellow fluid comes out of the wound after I open it. I gag, but 

keep to my task. It gets worse when I press on it and creamy white goop 

comes squirting out as well. It smells terrible. I run to the bushes and 

heave up some bile, panting. There’s no time for this! I wash my face and 

rinse my mouth in the lake, take a few deep breaths, and go back to work.  

I wipe the area with some cloths I found and press until no more 

white goop comes out. The wound already seems a little better, but I know 

the rhuberries still need to be put on. Remembering what Dagger did for 

me, I mash the rhuberries and rub them into the wound, cleaning it as best 

I can. Stellon moans a little but does not wake up. Good. I doubt I could 

ever explain myself to him. 

Once it’s cleaned, I make a paste with the rhuberry leaves. It’s 

lumpier than Dagger’s, yet somehow not as thick. I hope it works! I cover 

the wound with the paste then cover the paste with the leaves. There’s 

nothing to do but wait now. If the rhuberries work, the wound should get 

cooler and Stellon’s fever should break. But I don’t know how long that 

could take. Hours? Days?  



I allow myself a few moments of rest before moving onto the next 

task, lighting a fire. I’ve seen Stellon and Dagger light many fires in many 

different ways. How hard can it be?  I gather some twigs and branches that 

have fallen and break the larger ones into smaller chunks using Stellon’s 

hatchet. There are a few larger rocks on the beach that I gather to make a 

ring for the fire just outside the cave entrance. 

I stack the wood chunks the same way I remember Stellon doing it, 

then get his special rock out from his pack. I try to hit the rock with the 

knife, as I’d seen Stellon do, and almost cut my thumb off, instead. 

“Damn it!” I yell, a curse I’d heard both Dagger and Stellon use.  

I try again, this time a little better, but still no sparks. When I do get 

some sparks, I’m not anywhere near the twigs, so the sparks just die in the 

air. I try again. This time I get some sparks onto the twigs, but they die 

after a few seconds. My frustration grows and I’m tempted to kick the pile 

of logs.  

Instead, I take a few deep breaths and try once more. After a few 

minutes, I get some sparks that catch, so I blow on them gently, willing 

them to catch the twigs and bigger logs. The fire spreads and I shout 

triumphantly. I did it! 

I sit down by its warmth and immediately become consumed by my 

grief again. The fire, which I tried so hard to light, now serves as a 

reminder to why I’m sitting here at all.  

“Da,” I cry, “Mother…Matilda! I can’t believe you’re all gone.” I 

don’t know how long I sit there, sobbing onto my knees. Hours. Matilda 

had saved my life by throwing me down the well, and she was gone. 

Burned to death. All of them, burned to death. I put my hand in the fire 

and snatch it back quickly. Even that small exposure to the flames shoots 

agony up my arm. 

How could that sorcerer just kill them all? I can think of no worse 

way to die than by flames. I close my burned hand, resolved more than 

ever to find him and burn him to death, so that he might suffer just a 

fraction of the pain of everyone I love. 

My hand hurts, so I go down to the lake to bathe it in the waters. 

There, I see my reflection and really look at myself for the first time. I’m 

shocked. My hair, which had been a beautiful gold, is now white! Or as 

near to white that it doesn’t make a difference. I also look older. I put my 

hand up to my face and feel the skin is tight, hard...not soft and supple 

anymore. I take off the tunic and look at my body. I’m surprised to see the 

vivid pink scar on my chest, beginning above my left breast and ending 

below my right. It’s ugly. Turning, I see two small scars on my right 

buttock.  



Running my hands over my arms, legs, and body, I can feel all the 

muscles I gained while running as a horse. While I still curve inward in the 

middle, I lost the curves that Mother had said would make any man happy. 

In short, I’m ugly.  

I look up from studying my reflection to see Lim staring at me, her 

head cocked to one side.  

“Didn’t yooou know?” she warbles, “Being in that other body 

changed yooou as well. Yooou are a bit older now, and have battle scars. 

Such a pity...yoooou had beautiful skin.”  She ducks away and is gone 

again before I can ask her any questions. 

A few hot tears escape as I mourn the loss of who I used to be, even 

as I realize how pointless and selfish it is. My future, the future of Lady 

Flora Delarosa, was taken from me by that cursed soldier. Well, I’ll just 

have to take it back!  

Sniffing, I put the tunic back on, and square my shoulders. There’s 

work to be done, a man to heal, and a sorcerer to find and kill. First things 

first, I check on Stellon. He’s still breathing, but it doesn’t feel like the 

fever has gone down any. I bite my lip as I worry. What if the rhuberries 

don’t work? I don’t know of any other way to heal him. I’ll have to go 

back to the town and bring someone back, if I can even find the way.  

“Tomorrow,” I tell myself, “I’ll go if he’s not better.” 

Necessity dictates that I go through all of Stellon’s bags to find food, 

more clothing for myself, and any medicines that might be helpful. I 

unpack everything and set aside what we need, and pack the rest back up. I 

try on a pair of his breeches but they’re far too long and loose. I set them 

aside to sleep in. He also has a spare cloak that I put on, for it’s getting 

chilly with the coming night. I put another log on the fire and boil water to 

make the stew I’ve seen him make so many times.  

It doesn’t look quite right, but I didn’t expect my first experience 

with cooking to go perfectly. It doesn’t taste quite right either, though I 

don’t know how it should taste. I eat it all anyway and try to feed some to 

Stellon, but he still sleeps. I notice his lips are cracking, so I get a cloth 

and dribble water over his mouth, which he drinks. I do this until he sighs 

and turns his head to the side.  

Before it gets completely dark I decided to check his wound again. I 

peel off the leaves and wipe up the paste and see that it looks a little better. 

A sigh of relief escapes my lips. The wound is still open so after cleaning 

it with rhuberries again I get out his needle and thread and sew it shut with 

a few tiny, neat stitches. 

“Just like embroidery,” I say to myself. It isn’t, though, not quite. 

The skin is very thick and not like muslin at all. And muslin doesn’t bleed 

when poked. I put a new paste and fresh leaves on the wound and tuck him 



in for the night. I can’t help but stare at his face; he looks so vulnerable. I 

gently touch the scar on his cheek with a finger, then cup his face with my 

hand. There’s stubble on his face, rough on my skin. 

The urge to bend down and kiss him catches me suddenly, and I 

almost give in but stop myself just in time. This isn’t a dream.  

Turning away, I prepare a bed for myself with the cloak and horse 

blanket. I roll on my side so I can study his face, which is turned towards 

mine. It’s difficult to quell the small voice of hope, the voice that says it 

doesn’t matter that I was his horse. Listening to that voice, I fall asleep 

while trying to memorize his features. If his fever is broken tomorrow, I’ll 

leave. 

 

  



40: Dagger 

 

 
“Come,” Kali says from the entrance to Grammi’s tent.  

I look at her questioningly and she nods. More mystery. She hands 

me a pack and straightens my qacheqol before patting my cheek.  

Kali seems impatient as I bid Grammi goodbye. He hurries us over to 

two Sandstallions, already saddled and ready to go. 

“Where are we going?” I ask. 

“You will see,” he replies, swinging his long legs over the ‘stallion’s 

back.  

I grit my teeth in frustration as I mount my own ‘stallion. I’m so tired 

of the half-answers and omissions, constantly wondering if I’m better off 

for coming here, or if I should’ve stayed in Delaterra and died. 

My horse doesn’t need any prompting to follow Kali’s. We ride 

straight south out of Nadine at a brisk walk, farther than my jaunt 

yesterday. Half the day passes before we reach a giant dune. Kali leads us 

straight up the steep sand hill, causing me to lean over the ‘stallion’s neck 

to keep my balance.  

Before we get to the top, Kali pauses and turns his head around to 

look at me. I see doubt and perhaps disappointment in his features before 

he faces forward and climbs the final few steps to the crest of the dune.  

I hadn’t any idea what to expect. Now, as I survey the scene below, I 

still don’t know what to make of it. Then, I see the baskets and recall the 

vision of my hands resting on such a material as I fly through the air. Kali 

stares at me, but I keep my face impassive.  

With a click of his tongue, we start descending, all the way down and 

more to the floor of the clearing. It’s not until we get to the bottom and I 

hear the sounds of hooves on stone do I realize we’re in the bottom of a 

pit. How does the sand stay so neatly around this clearing? The wind 

should blow it all away. 

A man calls to Kali and walks over to us. After speaking in rushed 

Jertan, the man stares at me before bowing his head deeply. I look at Kali, 

confused. 

“I told him you are the profeta,” Kali explains, “You should get used 

to it.” 

I bite back a retort and instead return the acknowledgment, bowing 

my head in a similar fashion. A glance at Kali awards me the slightest nod 

of approval. The man takes our Sandstallions after we dismount, 

presumably to get them a drink of water. 

“Where are we?” I ask Kali. 



“I suppose it would be ‘The Dock’ in your tongue,” he says, “I did 

not want to bring you here yet, but Pitra insists time is short. Follow me.” 

We walk past many large, silk tent-like objects lying flat on the 

ground, weighed down by stones until we come to a giant fissure. I smell 

cinnamon as I glance over and see nothing but blackness. The air feels hot 

and my hand tingles as I hold it over the fissure.  

“What is this?” I ask, snatching my hand back and clutching it 

against my chest. 

“Have you ever heard the tale of the ‘Flying Rug’?” 

“Who hasn’t?” I snap, “What does that have to do with this?” 

“Do you remember how the tale goes? A merchant made his camp in 

the middle of the desert and woke up to find himself sailing through the 

night air?” 

“Yes,” I say, impatient, “It’s just a tale.” 

“No,” he shakes his head, “It is no tale, though we have made sure it 

is spread as such. The merchant was Mekreio Kikipke, and he did indeed 

wake in the night to find himself floating through the night sky. However, 

he was rolled up inside his tent, not flying on a rug.” 

Mekreio Kikipke. The name that came to me at the checkpoint. Once 

again, inside my mind Knives reminds me that there is no such thing as 

coincidence.  

“He camped near this fissure, attracted to the natural shelter The 

Dock provides. The air keeps the sand this way.” He pauses a moment, the 

same doubtful expression dances across his face again before he continues. 

“This is our biggest secret, you know. Pitra trusts you, as does Zastara. I 

do not.” 

I suspected this, but there’s still an answering spark of anger inside 

me. Am I not his profeta, too?  

“Explain how this works,” I say instead, ignoring his lack of trust.  

“Very well. The air from the fissure is special. We found that when it 

is gathered, such as in these zepelin, it can be used to fly. We can fly as 

high as the top of the Waytrees and not come down until we release the 

air.” He stops again and waits for my reaction. 

My first vision in Nadine replays in my mind: I fly through the air, 

looking below at the vast sea of green punctuated by tiny cottages and 

minute spirals of smoke. There is something solid beneath my feet and my 

hands grip a rough, woven ridge. The wind blows my through my hair, 

lifting my mass of curls with cool fingers. My heart fills with wonder as I 

smile at the person next to me, Kali. 

Before I can decide not to, I tell Kali my vision. His lip curls in 

anger, but he doesn’t seem surprised.  



“I had a feeling the gods would test me in this way,” he says, not 

explaining further. 

The man, Mak, returns and speaks with Kali for a moment. I 

understand they are making plans with a zepelin for tonight, though they 

do not include me in the conversation. The man bows his head deeply 

before leaving. 

“We will stay the night and go up in a zepelin. Pitra knows of this 

plan and does not expect us until tomorrow.” Again, he pauses, seeming to 

debate how much is safe to tell me. I wish I could take him by the 

shoulders and shake it out of him, but I doubt I could even shift him. He’s 

very tall. “I will tell you more tonight, in the zepelin.”  

We go to the Mak’s tent and I’m delighted to find a meal has been 

prepared for us. Though sparse, the food is very welcome.  

 

*** 

 

The sun is setting when we make our way back to the fissure. Mak 

and Kali carefully remove the rocks from one of the zepelins and attach it 

to a basket. Their movements are precise as they take the basket over the 

fissure and tie it down. Mak gently unfurls the zepelin over the fissure, and 

I watch in wonder as it fills and floats in the air. The mossy green balloon 

is perhaps twenty feet long and ten feet tall, an oblong shape with the 

similar-shaped basket connected beneath it. Once it is filled, they lace the 

opening tightly to trap the air inside.  

Kali grabs some supplies and tucks them in the basket before 

motioning for me to come closer. My feet carry me over to it, and with a 

little hop! I’m inside. Kali leaps in after me and starts untying the ropes. 

Then, we go up, up, up, as the last of the sun sinks under the sand. We 

ascend rapidly, and I feel lightheaded as we sail towards the heavens. I 

chance a glance at Kali and see him smiling in the dim light, his white 

teeth visible on his dark face.  

Finally, we stop. It’s so quiet; I can only hear the wind rustling the 

fabric of the zepelin. Kali speaks first. 

“You may stand, if you wish. See? Mak has lit a fire. Can you spot 

it?” 

Dare I look? I get to my feet, unsteady on the woven floor, and place 

my hands on the edge of the basket. Sure enough, I spy a speck of light far 

below. Far, far below. I gasp, involuntarily stepping backward, but Kali 

grabs my arm. 

“It is alright,” he says, “We are safe. I was afraid, too, my first time 

with the stars. Once that fear is gone, though, there is nothing but wonder.” 

I breathe slowly, concentrating on the action, while my heart slows. 



“Perhaps next time you will be able to enjoy it. I am afraid that now 

we must discuss more practical things.” 

I feel my way back over to the little seat in the side of the basket. I 

was not prepared for the chill up here, and grit my teeth as Kali places his 

warm wrap around me before getting out his spare.  

“Long ago, The Dock was known by a less pleasant name: The Maw 

of Agony. It was not as you see it now. The floor was a…a crust, and just 

underneath the surface was a liquid fire that could destroy a man in 

seconds. The Maw of Agony was a place of horror. The Masters would use 

it as punishment for Jertan slaves. You see, the crust was thick enough to 

walk on, but the heat beneath was enough to slowly kill over a few days. 

Years ago, there was no way out of this pit. Those put down here 

remained, unless removed. The Masters, however, liked to think 

themselves just. Rather than wait in agony to die, Jertans could jump down 

from the top of the pit, break open the crust, and die instantly. But the 

Masters liked to sport with us. Sometimes, if they thought a slave was 

punished enough, they would take him out of the pit. So, with the faint 

hope of release, many Jertans died slow, agonizing deaths. 

“I hope you know enough of our history to know how we regained 

our freedom.” I nod. “Good. The Maw of Agony dried up after the 

Nameless Ones withdrew their power and retreated into the trees. The 

night the first Waytree was cut down, the ground cracked open. At least, 

that is what Zastara saw. What Mekreio discovered was by chance, if you 

believe in that. If you believe in the prophecy, then nothing has been by 

chance.  

“We have over fifty zepelins, ready at your word to sail to Delaterra 

to launch an attack on Adamantolis. Pitra will explain tomorrow why we 

must do this. It is unfortunate that you are so ignorant of your own 

heritage, but that cannot be helped now. Most zepelins can carry four men 

comfortably, but we have a dozen or so that can carry more than ten. The 

best fighters in all Jerta will be ready at your word.” 

 

  



41: Knives 

 

 
Again we travel under the cover of darkness. The Master carries Rik 

while Freya and I walk together out of the catacombs, following in silence. 

He has not revealed our destination.  

The moment we step outside, Freya stops. She tilts her face up to the 

sky and smiles, while tears glitter in her eyes. We’d only been 

underground a few weeks, but clearly that was much too long for Freya. 

Her pace is slow as we make our way to the front of Blackthorn Inn, where 

the Master opens the door of a black carriage lead by two black mares.  

“Take the reins,” he says to me before climbing inside with Freya 

and Rik. He slides the panel and tells me to head south, out of the 

Crossroads.  

There are no other riders or carriage this time of night and I worry 

we’ll be conspicuous. Luckily, the King’s Army is still days away, and we 

should be well concealed in our next location by then. The night is cool 

and cloudless, allowing meager light from the crescent moon. 

It’s not until we near the lane for Deljarra Keep that I hear the 

Master’s voice again, telling me to turn on it. No doubt the Master has 

done his research and found the best option, but I can’t help but feel a 

tendril of anxiety as we make our way down the lane. Most likely this 

arrangement is temporary, but that does little to soothe my apprehension.  

Due to the nature of Lady Deljarra’s fame as a midwife, we are 

greeted without surprise by a stableman, who is no doubt accustomed to 

midnight arrivals. He is, however, confused by Rik. I presume most 

midnight arrivals are still heavy with child.  

He helps Freya exit the carriage and leads us inside, through a side 

door. The Master has disappeared again, though he will likely turn up soon 

to relay some instructions. 

“Here we are, then,” says the stableman, “Bret will take care of you 

from here.” He bows his head slightly while an older man welcomes us.  

“I believe we were expecting you,” he says, motioning us further 

inside, “If you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to a room. Lady Deljarra had a 

difficult delivery earlier today, so if this is not an emergency—” he raises 

his brow questioningly “—then she’ll see you in the morning.” 

Bret takes us upstairs to a modest but comfortable guest room. We 

decline his offer of tea, so he leaves us for the night. Once the door is shut, 

the Master appears in the corner, startling Freya. 

“You may stay here for a few weeks,” he says, “By then, I believe 

the danger should be over. This goes against my agreement with the Luna 



Sisters, but they did not exactly hold true to their bargain. Besides, he is 

far too young to do anything with for quite some time.” 

“Master, what do you mean, ‘the danger should be over’? Do you 

mean Marcus will be dead?” How can he be so sure? 

“I will say no more of my intentions, but here are your final orders: 

make contact with the Crossroads Luna Knights and make sure they 

received my message. Melloway was not entirely alert, and there wasn’t 

another opportunity. It’s time to converge in Adamantolis.” 

 “Yes, Master.” 

“I must go now.” With that, he melts into the shadows. 

“I don’t ever think I could get used to that,” Freya remarks, getting 

out the yellow paste. Rik coughs a few times as Freya unwraps him, but 

seems soothed by the application of medicine. It’s effective, whatever it is. 

The room has a window, which I test as an alternate means of escape. 

There is a fireplace, also, but the chimney is far too narrow to climb. The 

window faces north, towards some woods, and is at the back of the keep. If 

the Master says this place is safe, then likely it is, but even he cannot 

foretell the future. A mobile crib, a chest of drawers, a washstand, and a 

large bed are the only furnishings in the chamber. A plush rug carpets the 

floor, giving the room a cozy, comfortable feel. Freya smiles at Rik as he 

nurses, happy for the first time in weeks, as the yellow paste dries on his 

exposed chest.  

Bret had started a fire before leaving and the room is already warm. 

Good. Rik needs warm and dry air to recover completely from his cough. 

“What do you think he meant, about the danger being over?” Freya 

asks. 

“I wonder,” I remark, thinking of the feast Papi had mentioned, The 

Feast. Midsummer is only a few weeks away. The Master may be planning 

an assassination attempt while the Luna Knights, and hopefully the 

Farmers, attack the city. I have multiple errands to take care of in the 

Crossroads, and am anxious to leave now that Rik and Freya are 

comfortable and safe. 

“But what would happen then? Rik’s only a baby!” 

“It wouldn’t be for us to decide. Our part in this is to keep him alive.” 

Freya covers her breast and wraps Rik up before putting him to her 

shoulder. Her brow furrows as she thinks hard. 

“You could go after your sister now, surely. It’s safe here, and—” 

“No,” I interrupt, “I cannot leave now, nor would I if I could.” Freya 

bites her lip, silenced by my tone. “You should get some sleep. I’ll keep 

watch.” 

 

  



42: Flora 

 

 
Not surprisingly, I do not sleep well. Every time I doze off, I imagine 

Stellon’s eyes opening and wake up again, only to see him still sleeping. 

One time, I swear his eyes are open to little slits, but when I rub my eyes 

and look again, they’re closed. Finally, when the cave starts to get light 

again, I admit defeat to the sleepless night and prepare myself a bite to eat. 

While it’s warming, I check Stellon.  

His forehead feels cooler, which is a blessing. At least I will not have 

to get help. But this also causes more problems. I do not want to be here 

when he wakes up, for how could I explain myself? At the same time, I do 

not want to leave him completely helpless. I decide to stay until I see him 

waking up. Then, I’ll slip away. 

I wipe off the leaves and rhuberry paste to check the wound once 

more. The pink lines have receded and the area feels completely cool. I 

sigh in relief. I eat more of the stew for breakfast, disappointed that my 

cooking skills did not miraculously improve overnight, and choke the mess 

down.  

I tidy up the area and gather some more wood for the fire, so Stellon 

will not have to go far. I fill up his skins with water and look for Lim, but 

she’s nowhere in sight. My heart sinks. I had hoped to ask her some 

questions before leaving. 

I roll up the blanket I had slept on and put it by the bags and leave a 

pile of rhuberries with their leaves near the water skins. Finally, I carefully 

take out a few of his coins from his purse and knot them in the middle of 

the pearl silk, which I keep for myself, belted around my waist. Priceless 

stuff as this shouldn’t be worn as a belt, but I need a belt and I’m hoping 

that by keeping it so obviously in the open, no one will recognize it for 

what it is. Besides, it feels right to have it with me. I also keep Stellon’s 

spare cloak, a gray that matches his eyes. It is too large for me but at least 

it doesn’t drag on the ground. It will keep me warm.  

Around midday, I put my hand on his forehead and am surprised 

when his eyes start fluttering. Quickly, I leave before he wakes 

completely. I tell myself not to look back, but I do once I get down to the 

path, just in time to see him sit up. I flee and run down the path as fast as I 

can. 

 

*** 

 



I follow the path back to the road and keep to the edge, with my hood 

up and face down. I could be anyone. At least, I hope that’s what people 

will think.  

Every once in a while, I see a cottage lining the road. One has 

laundry dangling on a line, including a skirt that looks like it will fit me. I 

glance down at my bare legs and feet and decide it’s worth the risk. It 

would not be a good idea to enter the crossroads with bare legs, and I hope 

bare feet won’t be noticeable. I don’t stop walking, though, not for a while. 

Maybe a half-mile down the road, I bend to straighten the hem of my 

cloak, casually glance both ways, and step off the road into the woods.  

About twenty or so feet into the woods, I start heading back the way I 

just came, until I get to the little clearing with the clothesline. Waiting and 

watching, I see a worn-looking woman hang some more clothing on the 

line and take a big basket back inside. 

“Now, or never,” I tell myself, trying to muster the courage to snatch 

the skirt off the line. I get out a silver coin with a crown on it to place on 

the ground beneath the skirt, hoping it’s enough. 

As quick as I can, I dart out from the trees and snatch the skirt, put 

the coin on the ground, and dart back into the forest. The skirt is a little 

big, but luckily it ties so I make it a little tighter. The dirty pink color 

doesn’t quite go with Stellon’s tunic, but it will look much better than bare 

legs.  

Apparently, I timed my thievery just right. The woman comes out, 

glances at the line, sees the coin on the ground, and lets out a cheer. Had I 

left too much money? All I put down was one silver piece! Cursing 

myself, I decide to keep a firm hand on the silver coins and spend the 

pennies first. Obviously, I think as I sneak back to the road, the silver ones 

are worth much more than I thought. 

 “Questions,” I think aloud, once I’m far enough away, “What might 

people ask me? My name, where I’m from, and where I’m going. What 

business I have in the Crossroads.” I try to think of good lies to say, but 

I’ve never been good at lying. I doubt I’ve improved while being a horse. 

It would probably be best to try and stick as close to the truth as possible.  

My name is Flora Delarosa. I could be Lora Rosando, which is close 

enough I can remember, I hope. Now, where am I from? I’ve noticed that 

people speak differently in different places around Delaterra, so people 

could probably tell I’m from the north just by my voice. I better tell them 

I’m from Featherton, since that’s the one place I know of in the 

north...aside from our keep that burned down.  

Where am I going? I’m going to Malisheram. I don’t think I have to 

lie about that. People probably go there all the time for cures and potions. 

Why am I going there? That’s the better question. It’s also the one I’ll have 



to lie about. I can’t say I’m going there to find the sorcerer who killed my 

family so I can kill him.  I remember my maids, Beth and Henrietta, 

talking about love potions because Beth wanted to use one on the master 

of arms, whoever he was. I nod, satisfied with the lie.  

What’s my business at the Crossroads, then? I try to think of any 

number of lies, each one becoming more complex than the last one, until I 

find a simple answer: I got lost. It’s true enough, since I honestly have no 

idea where the Crossroads is in relation to Malisheram. 

Satisfied that I’ll have answers for any questions, my mind turns to 

less desirable thoughts, such as how strange it feels to be a woman. I still 

feel the urge to bolt at every sudden sound and each strange smell, too, 

even though my sense of smell is not nearly as good. I fight to stay upright 

on two feet, because even though it feels natural, I just feel like I could 

move more quickly if I put my hands on the ground. These thoughts 

trouble me.  

“Being in that other body changed yooou,” Lim had said. I thought 

she just meant my body, but perhaps she meant my mind, as well.  

“Goo’ day,” a man says as he rides past. I hadn’t noticed him 

approach and shy off to the side of the road at the sound of his voice. I nod 

my head quickly, hoping he didn’t see my fear.  

“You’re a woman now,” I tell myself quietly, “Best start acting like 

one.” But that’s another problem. I don’t exactly know how to act like a 

woman. All my life I’d been training to be some lord’s wife, learning skills 

(if they could be called that) such as fine embroidery, singing, etiquette, 

and party preparation. I know how to order servants about and I know how 

to seat a table properly with every single rank present, from king to baron.  

Yet I don’t even know how to pay for a skirt or how to greet a 

stranger as a nobody rather than a lady. I feel my heart beat faster at the 

prospect of entering the Crossroads, finding a place to stay and something 

to eat, getting some supplies, and being on my way. But I have to do it. 

There’s no other option but to be brave. Hadn’t I made a promise to myself 

so long ago, on the cliffs outside Featherton? I promised myself I would 

learn. 

Well, I learned as much as I could while being a horse. It might not 

be enough, but it has to be. There’s no one to run to. No one to teach me. 

No one to hire to kill the sorcerer for me, and even if I had the money, I 

wouldn’t want to anyway. I want to kill him. 

The sudden surge of anger I feel steadies my heart. It helps to have 

something to focus on, something like vengeance. Never in a thousand 

years when I was safe back in the keep, dreaming of the lord I would 

marry, had I ever thought to be in such a position as I am now. And never 

have I felt more alive. 



 

*** 

 

I get back to the Crossroads just as the sun sets. The road I’m on 

leads to the less desirable part of town, but I’m too scared to venture much 

further in case it gets dark before I find a place to stay. The urge to seek 

shelter immediately leads me to a small place called The Happy Crow. 

Thankfully, it appears clean, and the patrons don’t seem to be the sort that 

would sneak into my room to slit my throat. I ask the woman at the counter 

if she has a room available and she says yes, though it’ll cost half a crown. 

I take in her wide face, plain brown hair parted down the middle, and the 

big space between her two front teeth. I feel like I can trust her, though she 

keeps eying my hair.  

Crown, I think, The silver coins have crowns on them, but I don’t 

have half of one. I panic momentarily before noticing there’s also food at 

the inn. 

“Here,” I hand her the coin, “I want a hot dinner, breakfast, and a 

nice hot bath.” I raise an eyebrow, daring her to challenge the amount of 

money. She nods and it’s hard to read her expression. Did I pay too much 

again? I hope not, since the last thing I need is her creeping into my room 

to steal my money. 

“I’ll show you to your room,” she says, coming out from behind the 

counter, “The bath and meal will be up shortly. Will you take breakfast in 

your room or come down for the board breakfast?” 

I almost ask what a board breakfast is, but stop myself. I don’t want 

her to think I’m an idiot. So, I just say, “In my room will do.” She nods 

again, opening a door at the end of the hall on the second level, handing 

me the key.  

“Everything to your satisfaction?” she asks. After I nod she says, 

“The girl, Becky, will be up with your bath water. It’ll take a bit.” Then 

she leaves. I sit on the bed and put my head in my hands as a huge sigh of 

relief escapes me. 

I must’ve dozed for a bit because there’s a light tap on the door, and I 

sit bolt upright. 

“Your bath water, miss,” I hear from outside. I get up and let her in. 

A tiny girl with long black braids and swarthy skin hauls a large bucket of 

water in and pours it into the rather small tub.  

“Be right back with the hot water,” she says, dipping her head and 

leaving. Sure enough, the water in the tub is not even warm. This isn’t how 

I remember baths being filled at home. That had been a rather easy 

process, compared to this. 



A few minutes later, Becky comes in lugging a huge kettle of near-

boiling water, which she pours into the tub. Her face is red, and she takes a 

moment to recover before giving me a little curtsy and walking out, 

shutting the door behind her. I put a hand in the tub and am surprised to 

find it’s the perfect temperature. 

I quickly lock the door before taking off the stolen skirt and Stellon’s 

tunic and ease into the bath. It’s bliss. For just a moment I forget 

everything and relax as the hot water slides over my skin…my skin. I rinse 

my hair, not my mane, and scrub as best I can before getting out and 

drying off. I don’t even have a comb to pull through my hair.  

I’m running my fingers through my hair to comb it out as well as I 

can when there’s another little tap on the door. 

“Supper, miss,” I hear. I open the door and Becky brings in a tray 

laden down with what smells like fresh rolls and hot stew. My mouth 

waters as I thank her and lock the door again.  

For a moment, I just stare at my dinner. My first real meal as a 

woman. I don’t count the stuff I made in the cave—this is real food. The 

first bite is heaven, the rich stew swarms my mouth with flavor and I 

almost laugh it tastes so good. The bread is so delicious, the best bread 

I’ve ever tasted! I make the meal last as long as I can before getting ready 

for bed. I take off the tunic and skirt, not wanting my only clothes to get 

wrinkled, and burrow under the soft covers with Stellon’s cloak wrapped 

around me.  

For some reason, as I’m falling asleep, I start crying. Not for my 

family...but for Stellon. I bring his cloak up to my nose and inhale deeply, 

hoping to catch his scent. I cry even harder when I don’t smell anything 

but myself, wondering if I did the right thing by leaving him like I did. 

 

*** 

 

A knock on the door startles me out of a sweet dream. My nose is a 

bit stuffy from crying the night before, but I can still smell the breakfast 

Becky brings into my room: a platter heaped with eggs, bacon, fresh bread, 

and a strange, hot, brown drink. I take a sip of it before Becky leaves and 

she giggles at my face. 

“It’s coffee, miss, from southern Aurumesia,” she says shyly, 

“You’re to put cream and honey in it, to make it better. They’re there, in 

those little pots.” She points to little ceramic containers that I’d 

overlooked. I dump both into the coffee and stir. This time I smile at 

Becky after tasting it. She smiles, curtsies, and leaves. 

The strange drink starts to make me feel very awake, and I feel like I 

can accomplish anything! However, first things first. My practical side 



takes over, and I make a list of what I need to buy before I can even think 

about leaving to hunt down the sorcerer. No lady ever goes shopping 

without first taking stock, though admittedly I do not currently own 

enough to make much of a difference. I need everything—a shift, 

smallclothes, shoes, a weapon, a pack, food, and directions. A guard 

wouldn’t hurt either but I doubt Stellon’s money will stretch that far, and 

I’d rather not sell the pearl silk.  

“Where might I find the market?” I ask the innkeeper. 

“Take Crow Way to the Unicorn Steps, go up, and take a right down 

Keeper’s Watch. Once you get to the fountain, take a left and you’ll get to 

the Crossroads soon enough. They set up a market there every morning, 

The Hub Market. If you can’t find what you need there, just ask. Everyone 

has a brother or aunt with a shop somewhere in this city, you can be sure,” 

she says, with a slight roll to her eyes. 

I get lost almost immediately. I had assumed the streets would be 

labeled, but I can’t see signs anywhere saying what road I’m on! How will 

I get to the Crossroads if I don’t know where I am? Asking a stranger will 

be a dead giveaway that I don’t belong here. But so will wandering about 

aimlessly.  

I’m about to ask a stranger for directions when I finally see some 

steps ahead. These must be the Unicorn Steps and, sure enough, at the top 

of them is a statue of a unicorn. I turn right down what must be Keeper’s 

Watch, keeping an eye out for a fountain. I’m picturing something similar 

to what I saw in the Hub and in Westport, so I almost miss the tiny, plain 

fountain that’s hiding in the shadows. I go left. Surely, The Hub Market 

can’t be much further! I’m sweating in the cloak, so I take it off and lay it 

across my arm. 

I hear the market before I see it. There are sounds of people talking, 

yelling, haggling, the smells of foods, animals, and unwashed people, and 

a growing feeling of anxiety in my chest as I get closer. I clutch my belt 

tight and hope I don’t get robbed.  

“Try my perfume, a sweet scent for a sweet lady,” a dark man with a 

cloth rolled on top of his head says as he sprays a vial in my general 

direction with a pff! I cough and walk past as fast as I can. It smells 

terrible. 

“Figs, succulent figs,” says another, walking around with a giant, flat 

basket filled with wrinkled brown things.  

Eventually, I find a clothing seller, for which I am very thankful. My 

maids had made all my clothing, so I wasn’t sure if they would have shifts 

and smallclothes for sale in the market. I’m immediately drawn to a shift 

full of lace and ribbons, one I would’ve worn back home. The shopkeeper 

shouts at me to get my grubby hands off it, and I step back with a start.  



“Your kind o’ stuff is over there,” she jerks her head towards the 

opposite corner, where there is a table of unbleached cotton clothes. I 

bristle at her impertinence, but take a deep breath and let it go. No one 

knows who I am here, and it needs to stay that way.  

“How much for these?” I hold up the shift, two undergarments, and a 

bundle of Luna rags. 

She gives me a look out of the corner of her eyes before saying, “A 

crown.”  

I almost reach into my knot of coins and grab one, but I stop. That 

seems like way too much money! I hear people arguing all around me over 

the price of things and decide that’s what I should do. 

“Ten pennies,” I challenge, “Or I’ll take my business elsewhere.” 

She snorts, either genuinely insulted or feigning it, and says, “Half a 

crown, no less.” 

I spy a pair of shoes that look like they’ll fit, and counter, “It’s a deal 

if I can have those shoes as well, provided they fit.” Before she can say 

anything, I’m trying them on. My feet are very dirty from walking all 

around town, and I’m sure she won’t want to sell them to someone else. I 

hope, anyway. To my relief, they fit well. 

She scowls at me, her beady eyes getting even smaller, and grumbles, 

“Deal.” 

I dig out a crown and see I only have two left. She gives me a coin 

that looks the same, but smaller, in return. So this must be a half crown.  

She bundles everything up into a length of canvas and I’m on my way.  

The market is all around the big fountain, with tents and canopies set 

up in a circle. I’m halfway around when I spy a stall filled with leather 

goods. A real belt would be a good idea, I think as I caress the silk 

currently around my waist. I’m poking around when a big Jertan man 

comes around the corner and towers over me. I can feel my eyes widen 

before trying to conceal the alarm on my face. 

“What you want?” he asks, arms crossed over his chest. I take too 

long to respond and he says, “Shoo, thief.” 

“I’m no thief!” I retort, reddening a little because it’s not entirely 

true. I smooth my stolen skirt. “I need a small bag and a belt. Plain as you 

have.” 

He looks at me for a moment and I start to fidget—it feels like he can 

look right inside me, just like Lim. Then he nods, bringing down a few 

bags that are hanging from the poles holding the tent up.  

“Five crown, three crown, one crown,” he says, pointing to each bag 

in front of me and then crossing his arms again. I ignore the five and three 

crown bags completely, since I don’t have that much money left. The bag 

that costs one crown is very plain, with two straps and a buckle that holds 



it closed. The Jertan man helps me try it on and it feels good. It should 

hold my meager belongings and enough food to get me to Malisheram.  

I nod, satisfied. “One crown,” he says again. I shake my head and he 

seems to get a little angry.  

“This and a belt for one crown,” I say quickly, willing myself to be 

brave as I look up to stare into his black eyes, trying to look more 

confident than I feel. 

After a few moments, he lets out a grumbling sigh and finds a plain 

belt that fits me perfectly. I get out one of my remaining crowns and hand 

it to him, stuffing the pearl silk into the bag along with my canvas bundle.  

Now, I just need food and a weapon. There are plenty of food 

vendors about, some selling the bread, meats, and fruits I’m used to and 

others selling strange-smelling things cooked on sticks and wrinkled-

looking fruits and vegetables that I don’t recognize. 

I come across a tent that has swords displayed on it, but hesitate 

about going in. What kind of excuse can I have for needing a weapon? I’m 

a woman. The shopkeeper probably won’t sell me one, even if I happen to 

be able to afford one with my remaining crown.  

Taking a deep breath, I say to myself quietly, “Dagger wouldn’t be 

afraid, so neither am I!” It helps a bit as I step towards the shop. 

Immediately, an older man with short gray hair and a trimmed beard 

comes over to me, a look of concern on his face. 

“Lost, m’dear?” he asks gently. I almost say yes, but remember how 

Dagger wouldn’t be intimidated by him. 

“N-no,” I stammer, angry with myself, “I need a weapon. Something 

small...for defense,” I add quickly. Surely it’s not too odd for a woman to 

carry a weapon to defend herself? 

He nods, understanding at once. I’m flooded with relief for not 

having to explain myself any further. He takes me over to a case that 

shows a long line of short, slim blades.  

“These are Qama,” he says, “A blade from across the sea that is 

highly favored by the gentler sex, such as yourself.” That explains how 

many on the left side are inlaid with gold, pearls, and jewels. The blades 

on the far right are much plainer. I hope I can afford one. 

“Please, can I be honest with you, sir?” I say, wringing my hands 

together. “I only have a crown to spare. If that’s not enough…” 

“Ah, fair lady,” he says with a smile, “I appreciate your honesty, and 

have some good news, indeed. This one on the very end I will sell to you, 

with its sheath, for a crown.”  

I look at it. It’s the plainest of them all, but isn’t that what I need? So 

long as it’s sharp, it doesn’t matter what it looks like.  



“Deal,” I say, and present my last crown. I just have the half crown 

and pennies left. He gets the knife out and proceeds to give me a brief 

lesson on wielding it. He shows me how to stand, right foot forward, knees 

slightly bent, to give me the best position. He demonstrates a few different 

ways to hold the blade and I choose the most comfortable one. 

The last piece of advice he gives is, “Never wield your blade unless 

you mean it. Never take a life unless there is no other option. Now, if 

you’ll excuse me.” He walks over to another customer and I turn away, my 

new blade strapped to my belt above my left hip. 

It feels good to be armed, but I can’t help mulling over the last words 

he said to me, “Never take a life, unless there is no other option.” I 

remember the man I stomped on in the woods. I killed him. Had there been 

another option at the time? No—he would’ve killed me, or Stellon, or 

Dagger’s pony. Still, that doesn’t change the fact that I killed him. And 

before my journey is done, I will have at least one more life on my hands 

as well. 

 

  



43: Dagger 

 

 
Grammi replaces the herbs tucked around the edge of her tent, in 

order to keep the bonesnakes away. I’ve already gotten used to the sharp 

scent, which reminds me of pickled meatballs. We’re silent as we tidy our 

sleeping areas, smoothing rugs and rolling blankets.  

After a breakfast of tart fruits and melonwine, Kali joins us and we 

head to Zastara’s tent. This time, I’m full of dread, not anticipation like 

last time I stood here. The child in me, the Dagger that ran away from 

home to come here, wants to run away again. But there is nowhere else to 

go. 

“Well come, Dagriella,” Zastara says in Delaterran. I bow my head 

slightly. It’s not her fault I was chosen as the next seer, but I still hate her. 

I hate this tent, and I hate my future. Yet I’m powerless to change it. The 

yoke of acceptance weighs heavily on my shoulders, and I shrug in 

defiance. 

“You sailed to the stars the other day. Today, we will explain your 

part in our destiny,” Zastara says through Kali, “Long ago, I had a vision 

of you: ‘Half of one and half of the other, from dark father and light 

mother. A Northern seer, dark and slight, leads us with her perilous sight. 

A white horse leads her nigh; soon, Jertans rain from the sky.’ You must 

go to the city of the pale men. It is there we will converge and launch an 

assault, long overdue.” 

My question, “Why?” clings to my lips, ready to fly through the air, 

but Zastara intervenes. 

“Today, we show you. I will help. You have the mirror?” 

The dread tightens in my chest as I bring out the mirror and slowly 

unwrap it. I want to hate it, too, but my fingers hold it tenderly, 

counteracting my secret desire to hurl it across the tent. 

“Hold it,” Zastara says, cupping her hands beneath mine, “Look. 

Seek. I will help.” 

My eyes are drawn to the mirror involuntarily. Even if I wanted to 

look away, I couldn’t. Warmth from the mirror and Zastara seeps up my 

hands, rapidly to my mind’s eye, which is engulfed in snatches of vision, 

one after another in swift succession. It’s too much! 

“Focus!” Zastara snaps, drawing my eyes downward to the mirror, 

where a single scene plays prominently. The first Waytree. There is no 

moment of transition—one moment I’m in the tent, the next, I’m standing 

in the sand, by the tree… 



“Here, My Queen,” a man in black and purple robes says, kneeling 

and offering the queen a glowing blade, “You must strike the tree.” 

“My thanks, Oskuro,” she replies, taking the blade in her delicate 

hand and holding it high, as if it weighs no more than a handkerchief. She 

points it at the tree, her novice grip unsure how to hold the blade best. 

Then, she swings. My stomach lurches as the blade meets the tree’s flesh. 

Again! Again! Each strike of the blade bites deeper into the tree, much 

deeper than it should. 

“Yes!” she cries, “YES!” as the blade strikes one last time as the 

wind rips through the air, the final blow causing the giant guardian to fall 

so slowly, so delicately to the sand below. There’s no time to mourn such a 

sight, for a darkness creeps out from the tree. I watch, fascinated, as it 

mimics Oskuro’s shape before attacking him. I start as the shadow sups 

Oskuro’s blood from his body so rapidly, his flesh sinks before my eyes. 

Then, moments later, the darkness wrenches open Oskuro’s mouth and 

rips something out, glowing in the dark. Snapping his jaws, he ripples as 

Oskuro’s essence allows the shadow to take his shape. He shimmers in the 

moonlight. Another shimmer dances at the corner of my eyes, but before I 

can find it, my eyes are drawn to the queen, who is seated on the sand with 

wide eyes. There’s terror, but determination.  

“You can have my blood and soul,” she says, “Or, you can give me a 

son and be ruler of all the land.” 

The shadow shimmers again, flickering in and out of Oskuro’s shape. 

Perhaps contemplating, if he is capable of such. The queen disrobes and 

spreads her legs and I watch in horror as the shadow claws his way into 

her, until there is nothing left. The queen screams and sobs, writhing in 

pain. She stops, convulses a few times, and gets shakily to her feet. Then, 

she laughs. 

Her sharp, crazed laughter follows me as I’m transported to a great 

feast, where a man resembling the queen sits at the high table. Marcus.  

“I hope you enjoyed your feast, Jertans, for it might be your last!” he 

shouts, erupting into familiar laughter. The Jertans get slowly to their feet. 

I look at them and recognize Papi! “Ah, ah, ah! You have two choices, 

friends. You can each marry a keepsdaughter here and remain in 

Delaterra, or you can see each of them slaughtered in front of their 

families before being tortured to death yourselves. The choice is entirely 

yours.” 

My eyes move from face to face, my heart knowing what I seek. 

There: Mother. A blade glitters at her throat as tears sparkle in her green 

eyes and flow silently down her pale cheeks. I know how their story ends, 

but at this moment, I watch with a thrumming heart as the Jertans consult 

for just a moment before deciding their fate. They agree to marry. Mother 



is terrified of Papi as they are thrown together, the king arbitrarily pairing 

a keepsdaughter with a Jertan prince.  

I fly through the air, observing a group of Jertans riding below. They 

ride fast, recklessly, to the southern checkpoint. I know they intend to 

rescue their captured brothers as my heart fills with their hope! Ahead, 

hidden on the trail, dozens of Delaterran soldiers wait. I want to scream, 

“Stop!” but I am silent. This has already happened.  

The Jertans ride on, ignorant of what waits for them. It’s over almost 

before it begins: the soldiers use the element of surprise well to their 

advantage, killing the small band of rescuers in moments. But wait! One 

small boy, his side split open from hip to rib, manages to secure himself to 

his ‘stallion, which races away as fast as the wind. Kali. There is no time 

to mourn, barely any time to comprehend, as the visions speed up and I see 

snatches of Papi, Mother, and the girl with white hair. A man that 

resembles her converses with Papi: Papi hands him a single rose. I see 

Knives slicing up a man and dumping him into the sea, and a squalling 

babe in the flame-haired woman’s arms. Finally, a masked man swathed 

in shadow consumes my vision, his steady gaze behind the mask grounding 

me and sending me back to reality. 

“Shh, Shh,” Pitra says into my hair. I realize she’s holding me. I open 

my eyes, my real eyes, and see Zastara on the ground. Kali gently pushes 

her white hair back from her sweaty brow, but her milky eyes are lifeless.  

My cheeks are wet with tears. The emotions inside of me threaten to 

erupt, but I keep them inside. Zastara is dead. She used her last strength to 

show me the past so that I might accept the future.  

“I’m sorry,” I say to her, though I know she is beyond hearing me, “I 

understand now. I’m sorry, I’m sorry…” I crumple in a heap and grab her 

hands, which I cradle in mine as I let my feelings wash over me. It’s too 

much. It will always be too much.  

Moments later, or maybe hours later, Pitra says it’s time to go. My 

eyes are dry and the sea inside me is calm, and it’s time to prepare Zastara 

for Oblivion. 

 

  



44: Knives 

 

 
At some point, I must’ve crawled into bed next to Freya, for that’s 

where I wake when the light streams in from the window. Thankfully, I 

wake before she does. Though the night was short, I feel rested, more 

rested than I have in days. It’s possible being above ground has made an 

immediate difference, or perhaps the comfortable bed and warm room 

allowed me to relax on a deeper level.  

Just when I start wondering about breakfast, there’s a knock on the 

door. I get up and open it, not wide enough for the maid to see in, but 

enough for her to tell me that guests are allowed three meals in the board 

room downstairs. She offers to show us, so after a hasty moment of 

preparation, the four of us make our way down some stairs to a large room 

with many tables made up. 

“We never know how many guests we’ll have,” the maid explains, 

“Anywhere from none to thirty at any given time. You’ll find board meals 

three times a day, eight o’ clock, noon, and six o’ clock, and there’s almost 

always bread and hot water for tea. The kitchen is through there, and if 

there’s no one about in the middle of the night and you need a bite to eat, 

help yourself to it so long as you don’t leave a mess. One thing to know 

about this keep is that it’s not like any you’ve ever been to, you can be 

sure. We’re told that often enough.” 

“How many other guests are there at the moment?”  

“Just yourselves and two other families. One had a difficult time last 

night, and the other has been here quite some time. New twins, you see. 

Bit of an adjustment for them.” 

What Susan meant by ‘board’ breakfast becomes clear as the cook 

sets out plates of breakfast items on a board at the side of the room. 

There’s a stack of plates at one end, placed for us to serve ourselves. 

Knowing how hungry Freya must be and her unwillingness to let go of 

Rik, I offer to make her a plate of food, and she accepts. I load up a platter 

of eggs, ham, and roast taters for her, hoping it’s enough. If not, it appears 

there will be plenty left for a second helping. 

My own appetite has returned this morning, whether it was the restful 

night or the change of scenery, so for the first time in quite a while, I feel 

content after a meal. When we’re done with breakfast, I tell her my plan to 

return the carriage to Blackthorn Inn, and with the same feeling of 

apprehension from the night before, I leave them for the day. 

 

*** 



 

Blackthorn Inn is bustling during the day, with a constant stream of 

travelers dropping off and hiring horses and carriages. The Master chose 

well, for I’m simply another anonymous traveler returning the loan and 

will soon be forgotten.  

The Red Frog is in the Northeast Sector, which is dominated by 

craftsmen. I pass through the Hub on the way there and notice a strange 

girl with white hair buying a qama from the qama-seller. I’m instantly 

drawn to her for some reason, my instincts insisting that she’s important. I 

watch her for as long as possible before forcing myself to move on. 

Conspicuous as she is, she will be easy to track, if necessary. 

The Red Frog is a tavern, but I notice a staircase likely leading to a 

few rooms upstairs. With the tip from the doctor at the front of my mind, I 

buy some ale and make my way over to a game of Penny Parry in the 

corner. It’s lunchtime and The Red Frog is full, but there aren’t as many 

people playing as I expected. Still, I feel confident to buy my way in. 

“Suit?” asks the dealer, a heavyset man with greasy yellow hair. 

“Hearts,” I reply, staring at him levelly. Acknowledgment briefly 

flashes across his features as he unpacks the hearts, one of the best-kept 

suits in his set.  

“Buying your way in?” he asks next.  

I place ten pennies on the table in front of me in answer. There are 

two others playing, hard-looking men, to be sure, but my gut feeling is that 

they’re trustworthy.  

We talk about trivial things for a few hands before I drop my name, 

Rickard Miller. The man with greasy yellow hair acknowledges me again 

before stating we share a surname, and his first name is Lo. It’s not until I 

(intentionally) lose all my coins that he invites me back for another game 

tomorrow night. A game? Or a meeting? There’s only one way to find out. 

 

  



45: Flora 

 

 
With my bag full of bread, apples, a skin of ale, and a rope of 

sausages, I make my way to the signs near the fountain that say where 

each road leads: 

 

Take road NORTHEAST for- 

Timmin’s Ridge 

Deloro Keep 

Northeast Checkpoint 

 

Take road NORTHWEST for- 

Delbronce Keep 

Malisheram 

Northern Checkpoint 

 

The center is getting very crowded as I try and make my way to the 

correct road. There are carriages, horses, carts, and people everywhere, 

and they all seem to be heading towards the northeast road. Eventually, I 

stop trying to walk against them and turn to walk with them, keeping an 

eye out for a side road that will get me off the street and back to the 

northwest road. 

“Today! They’re coming today!” I hear someone shout. 

“Handsome soldiers, I can’t wait!” shrieks a woman. 

Soldiers? I groan out loud. I’m walking right towards the King’s 

Army! How stupid am I? Now more than ever I need to find an escape 

route if I’m to avoid this mess. I shoulder my way over to the side of the 

very wide road, forcing myself into a small alley. It reeks. I run down it as 

cats and rats dart out of my way. At the end of the alley is another street, 

almost empty. I head left. 

Somehow, I make it back. There’s still a crowd but most of it seems 

to have gone further up the northeast road. It’s nearly dark now and, even 

if I had enough money for it, I don’t know how to get back to The Happy 

Crow. The last thing I want to do is sleep in the street at night and only 

slightly preferable to that is sleeping in the woods. If I hurry, I might be 

able to make it outside the city and find a nice stable with a pile of hay to 

sleep in. It didn’t bother me as a horse, so it won’t bother me as a woman.  

Just as I start down the northwest road, my spine prickles as I sense 

someone watching me. I whirl around, convinced I’ll spy my watcher, but 



I see no one suspicious. Maybe my horse senses haven’t completely left 

me yet. Warily, I turn back around and continue walking. 

I get the feeling two more times while walking, turning around each 

time only to see nothing alarming. Either I’m going crazy, or I’m simply 

being paranoid, I decide. Or, I muse, whoever is watching me is very good 

at staying hidden. I keep walking, but it’s almost completely dark, and 

there’s no place safe I can see. I put one hand on my qama.  

I walk over to a shop to knock on their door and ask for refuge for the 

night. Almost immediately I feel the sharp prick of a knife in my back. I 

straighten, start drawing my qama, and prepare to scream— 

“I wouldn’t, if I were you,” my attacker grumbles, digging his knife a 

bit deeper into my back. Not drawing blood, not yet. “Now, you walk 

straight in front of me, eyes forward. Don’t try to run; you’ll be dead 

before you can take two steps. Understand?”  

I nod, taking a step back from the door and letting my hands fall to 

my sides. Even though I feel like I don’t have any tears left, somehow I 

still manage to sniff as a few escape my eyes.  

“None of that, here,” he whispers, handing me a square of cotton, “I 

won’t kill you unless I have to. Now, walk.” 

He prods me in the back and I take a step forward. 

“W-where are we g-going?” I hiccup. 

“That’s none of your concern. We’ll get there soon,” he grumbles 

again.  

So I walk. He takes me down empty alleys and by the time we stop 

outside a building, it’s almost dark. I glance up—this place, it looks 

familiar—it’s Hobb’s! I recognize the yellow tower on his sign. We go 

inside and it’s almost empty, but for a man snoring in his ale in the corner 

and the man behind the counter, Hobb. 

“Back again?” he asks with a smirk, “Thought I’d seen the last of 

you.” Hobb catches the coin the man tosses him and says, “Take your pick, 

they’re all empty. For now.” Hobb grins at me, showing me his black 

teeth, and winks. I’m about to ask him for help, but the knife digs a little 

deeper and I stay silent. I clutch my bag to my chest as we make our way 

upstairs. I can’t stop shaking. Whatever happens, I’ll probably end up dead 

very soon. 

We go to the room at the end of the hall. There are two beds and it 

has a window. Maybe I can jump out of it? The knife leaves my back as 

the man turns to close and lock the door. In a heartbeat, I whirl around 

with my qama in my hand, and stop, stunned. 

It’s Stellon. He grabs my wrist, but lets go when he sees the shock in 

my face. The qama drops to the floor. My mouth opens and closes as I try 

to think what to say, what to do...I know him, but he doesn’t know me, and 



I’m wearing his cloak, his tunic, and I stole his pearl silk. Eventually, I just 

close my mouth and wait for him to say something.  

“Who are you?” he whispers, studying me carefully. He looks at my 

face, my hair...and my chest. I wonder if my scar is showing. Confusion, 

hope, and doubt flash across his face.  

“I...I…” I stammer, stalling for time. Who am I? Not Ash. Not Flora. 

“You can call me Lora,” I say, finally remembering the story I had 

invented.  

“But,” he says, holding his hands out in front of him, “I’ve been 

dreaming of you for weeks now. How is it I find you in the Crossroads, 

wearing my tunic, my cloak?” His eyes go to my chest again. I look down 

and see the top of the scar peeking out of his tunic. Oh, no.  

Before I can say anything he touches my scar, pulling the front of the 

tunic down— 

“No!” I shout, drawing back and crossing my arms in front of me. 

“Ash?” he asks, shocked. 

I want to deny it, I try to deny it, but there’s no way to stop the tears 

that gush from my eyes or the sobs that escape from my chest. I cover my 

face with my hands, crying into them, thinking over and over, I was his 

horse, I was his horse, I was his horse. He could never understand, never 

accept me! I wish to be anywhere but here.  

After a moment’s hesitation, I feel his arms come around me, 

wrapping me in his cloak. This is the place I’ve longed to be more than 

anywhere in the world! I cry into his shoulder, breathing in his scent as 

I’m surrounded by comfort. 

“Ash,” he whispers into my hair, “What happened? I woke up to find 

my horse gone and a set of footprints leaving. Was that you?” 

I don’t respond right away. After a few hiccups, he kisses my wet 

cheek, tasting my tears. A sudden sensation of relief, of rightness, washes 

over me. Stellon sighs into my hair. My white hair.  

With great effort, I leave his warm embrace. “If I tell you, you must 

promise to keep what I say a secret,” I tell him, drying my eyes. He nods 

solemnly. “I was your horse, Stellon. You were right: my name is Flora 

Delarosa. I did come from Delarosa Keep, but a sorcerer burned it all 

down. He killed my family, everyone I know and care about, and he tried 

to turn me into a donkey when he found me alive at the bottom of our 

well.” 

“You mean you were really a woman the whole time?” a look of 

horror takes over his face, “Oh, gods! I’m so sorry. The man who tried to 

steal you, the pantercat...Clive. Why didn’t you try to tell me?” 

“Well, at first I didn’t trust you and after I did, either you wouldn’t 

listen or the timing was off for me to try,” I shrug, wondering why I had 



never even tried to tell Stellon my secret. “Dagger guessed, though. That’s 

why I ran out of the barn after she left. The last words she said to me were, 

‘I’m sorry if you’re really a girl.’“ 

“How did she figure it out?” Stellon asks, bewildered.  

“I don’t know, but I think it has something to do with the time she 

was holding me still after the thief stabbed me. She asked me to nod if I 

could understand her shortly after that, while we were in the woods...but I 

didn’t. I probably should have, to save us all a lot of trouble, but I still 

didn’t trust her, or you, quite yet. After all, she had said she’d hurt me if I 

tried to run off.” 

I sit on the bed and Stellon goes over to the table to pour us each a 

glass of wine.  

“It was so hard,” I say, “Not knowing who I could trust, not knowing 

where I could find help...most of all not knowing what to do. Do you 

remember what happened after you got injured?” 

Stellon shakes his head. “The last thing I recall was leaving Hobb’s. I 

think we went the wrong way, but I suppose it turned out for the better. I 

mean, I’m not dead and you managed to break the curse.” 

“We went on the trail towards Myrtle Lake,” I tell him, “Then we 

took a little path off that and ended up on a little secluded beach with a 

cave. You fell off me right away and passed out in the cave, and I didn’t 

know what to do. I almost ran for help but then this woman in the water 

spoke—” 

“Wait,” he interrupts, “A ‘woman in the water’?” 

“Yes, Lim. She could hear my thoughts and told me I was really 

close to breaking the curse on my own,” Stellon looks a little skeptical, but 

I continue, “She brought out a water lily and said that was her ‘help’. I was 

so angry! I thought she would tell me how to break the curse or break it 

herself. But...as I looked at that flower, I felt like it was familiar somehow. 

It took me a while, but I was able to remember my name, which broke the 

curse. But, being a horse changed me.” I pick up a lock of my white hair, 

“I used to have gold hair. No scars. It doesn’t matter now.” I drop my hair 

and take a sip of wine. “You were sleeping and hot with fever. There were 

rhuberries growing along the shore.” 

“Dagger’s method?” he asks. 

“Yes. It was the only thing I could think to do. That wound,” I point 

to his chest, “Was festered. It smelled terrible. I wasn’t sure if the 

rhuberries would work or not. Luckily they did, or you’d be dead by now.” 

“Ash,” he starts, but I interrupt him. 

“Please, don’t call me that,” I say. 

“Alright, Flora?” I nod, he continues, “I owe you my life. Many 

times over, I believe. Please, tell me how I can help you. I’ll accompany 



you to your destination, wherever that may be. I’ll guard you. I’ll give you 

all my gold, if you want. Just tell me how I can help.” 

I think for a moment. He makes a tempting offer, especially since I 

really could use a guard on the way to Malisheram. But if there’s one thing 

I’ve learned about Stellon on our journey together, it’s that he has a kind 

heart. He’s not offering to accompany me because he wants to be with me; 

he’s offering because he feels indebted to me, that it’s the right thing to do. 

“No, thank you,” I finally say, “I need to do this next part on my 

own.  You can understand that, can’t you? Revenge, I mean.” 

Stellon’s face becomes dark. “Once you go down that road,” he says, 

“It’s hard to turn back. Believe me, I’ve thought long and hard about 

revenge. I’m still not quite convinced I can let Marcus get away with what 

he did. But even if I did take his life or dethrone him, to what end? Will I 

feel like I did my best for the women and children? Will I be able to sleep 

at night? That’s selfishness, not justice. They’re dead. Exacting revenge 

won’t change that fact.” Stellon’s eyes are flat gray, not matching what he 

says.  

His words anger me. Killing the sorcerer has been the one thing 

that’s kept me going!  

“I don’t think you understand,” I make myself say, “He took 

everything from me—my family, my friends, my home, and my future. 

There’s nothing left! He has to pay for what he did.” 

“I do understand, Flora,” he pleads, “He didn’t take your future! You 

can be anything you want to be, go anywhere you desire. Live, live in 

memory of your family. That’s what they would want, isn’t it? Once you 

kill someone, you aren’t the same.” 

“I think you’re forgetting—I have killed someone. The man in the 

woods, one of the cannibals. I stomped on him. Remember?” 

“Oh. Yes,” Stellon sighs, “But that’s a little different. That was in 

self-defense. Defending your life and killing someone in the process is 

different than premeditated killing. You—we—didn’t have much of a 

choice when those men attacked us, not if we wanted to live. But now, 

don’t you see? You’re planning on killing someone. Even though he’s evil 

and deserves to die, you don’t need that added to your conscience. You 

already feel—” he stops talking as he doubles over and groans. 

I jump up, nearly upsetting my wine, and rush over to him. “What is 

it?” I ask, feeling his brow for fever. He feels a little too warm for my 

liking. “Here, lie down in the bed.” Sweat breaks out on his forehead as I 

help him over to the bed. He’s breathing fast. I manage to help him out of 

his cloak and boots and get him under the covers. His face is ashen. 

“What’s wrong?” I ask him, “Is it the wound?” There’s a basin of 

water on a chest of drawers, so I get a cloth for his forehead. 



“I think I strained myself on the journey here,” he says haltingly, 

“When I woke up and saw you—Ash—was gone, and the human 

footprints, I left as soon as I could. I’m not completely healed.” He takes 

off his shirt. There are rhuberry leaves still plastered to his chest, which I 

help remove. The wound is bright pink again. I chew my lip, concerned. 

“I could go get some more leaves, but I’m not sure where I could find 

them,” I say. 

“No, don’t worry about leaves. Tell Hobb to send for a physician. 

They have medicines for this….I hope. Ugh…” he lies back down and 

closes his eyes. I hadn’t realized how exhausted he was! I should’ve been 

paying more attention. 

I hurry downstairs and find Hobb. He’s alone, reading a pamphlet 

behind his bar with a mug of ale. 

“Please,” I say, “You must send for a physician. Stellon is ill.” 

“Wear him out that quickly, eh?” he quips, leering at me. My face 

grows warm. 

“No, he was wounded a few days ago, and it’s not healing. Hurry, 

he’s probably dying!”  

Hobb gets up slowly and yells out the back for the stableboy, “Fetch 

Doctor Rief!” I thank him and go back upstairs.  

Stellon’s eyes are closed, and for a second I think he’s dead, when 

they flutter open.  

“Hobb sent a boy to fetch Doctor Rief,” I say, “He should be here 

shortly.”  

“Good,” he says, “I’m sorry.” 

“Sorry for what? You didn’t do anything.” 

“That might be what I’m apologizing for,” he says, laying his head 

back and closing his eyes, “Here you are, saving my life again. I’m a 

knight, or at least I was one. I should be saving you.” 

“You did, a few times,” I remind him, “When you found me, in Dale, 

from those cannibals...and from Clive.” The last part I say in a whisper, 

not wishing to remember. 

“I’m especially sorry about that,” he says, closing his eyes, “Clive is 

stubborn to a fault. Not to mention he’s used to getting his way, whatever 

anyone says. If it’s any consolation, had he known what you truly were, I 

doubt he would’ve insisted on trying to go through with it.” 

I put a cool cloth on his forehead and his eyes open, staring into 

mine. They’re light gray now. I move to walk away but he grabs my hand. 

“Please, stay,” he says, so I sit on the edge of the bed. After a few 

minutes, he starts talking again, though his eyes are now shut, “You don’t 

have to listen to me. If it’s revenge you want, if that’s what you need, who 

am I to try and talk you out of it?” He wets his lips with his tongue. “You 



do what you need to do. I’ll help you if I can, though I’ll need a few days 

to regain my strength.” 

I want to accept his help. If I was being smart, I would. But I can’t. 

Stellon is a good man and he doesn’t need any more sorrow in his life or 

regret weighing on his conscience.  

“I’ll think about it,” I say. I flip the cloth over on his forehead and 

brush a few locks of his hair to the side. My stomach flips over when I 

touch him. That’s just another reason I need to leave him, and soon. I can’t 

stay, not if I’m falling in love with him. My cheeks burn as I remember he 

had to clean up after me and attend to all my needs as a horse. How could 

he ever forget that? 

A tap on the door announces the arrival of Doctor Rief. I let him in. I 

do not know who I was expecting, but I definitely was not expecting a 

little bent old man no taller than me, with a cloud of white hair around his 

wrinkled face.  

He immediately waves me out of the way as he goes over to Stellon, 

setting down his little black bag on the floor. 

“So you’re ill, ehm?” he croaks, “What seems to be the problem?” 

Stellon opens his eyes and does his best to sit up. “I was stabbed a 

few days ago. Flora here cleaned it up with rhuberries after it started to 

fester, and she stitched it up. But I don’t think I rested enough, and now 

the infection is returning.” 

“Ehm,” Doctor Rief says, walking over to the basin to rinse his 

hands, “Let me take a look.” He prods the wound as Stellon grimaces. 

“Fancy stitchwork,” he says, “Couldn’t have done better meself. So yeh 

used rhuberries, eh?” He looks at me questioningly.  

“Yes, I cleaned the wound—after I pressed out a bunch of smelly 

white goop—with the mashed berries, then put the paste on. I wasn’t sure 

what else to do.” 

“Ehm, well, I don’t normally recommend rhuberries as they’re like to 

kill yeh as cure yeh, but in this case they probably saved ‘im. But, I believe 

you’re right,” he says, turning to Stellon, “You’ve strained yourself too 

much just when yeh needed rest, now you’re sufferin’ for it. Ehm.” He 

digs around in his bag and brings out a little pot. He rubs some of the 

contents on the wound and Stellon grimaces in pain. “There, that should do 

it. So long as yeh stay in bed for at least three days, young man, and then 

take it easy after that. Drink plenty of tea and sleep as much as possible, 

and keep it clean. I’ll leave this with yeh. Rub it on every morning and 

night for a week. If all this doesn’t help, then yeh better make a trip to the 

Luna Sisters, since you’ll likely die soon.” He smiles at Stellon and 

prepares to leave. 



“What is your fee?” Stellon asks, digging in his pocket for a small 

leather pouch. 

“A half-crown if yeh can spare it,” Doctor Rief says, “If not, then 

what yeh can spare will suffice. I try not to make a habit of robbing the 

sick. They only come back to haunt yeh if they die.” He winks, and Stellon 

hands him a coin, with thanks. Then, as quick as he came in, he’s gone. 

Stellon eases back onto his pillows again. It’s late and I’m starting to 

feel the effects of the long day. My first real day as my old self. I yawn. 

“You can sleep in the other bed, if you like,” Stellon says, half asleep 

himself. “That way, if I take a turn for the worse, you can rescue me 

again.” He smiles a little half smile, and falls completely asleep. I walk 

over and remove the cloth from his forehead. As with the other night, I’m 

so very tempted to kiss him. But I don’t.  

I think, We need to have a chaperon. The thought is dismissed almost 

immediately. Old Flora would need a chaperon, but New Flora doesn’t. 

This is Stellon, not some stranger or suitor. Besides, I don’t have a father 

to marry me off to some lord now, who cares about unquestionable virtue. 

Still, there’s a screen in the room that I move between the two beds, 

in order to give myself some privacy in case Stellon wakes in the night. I 

lock the door and get undressed, putting on my new shift. I wash my feet 

as best I can and crawl into the bed. I hadn’t thought a bed in a place like 

Hobb’s could possibly be this comfortable, let alone clean.  

As I lie awake, all I feel is relief and peace. I turn to face Stellon. 

Even though the screen is in the way, I let myself imagine I can see his 

face, that we’re sharing a bed and keeping one another warm. These 

thoughts are dangerous. What if I convince myself that I can stay with 

him? That one day he’ll love me? It’s impossible. And yet, these thoughts 

are like a soothing balm on my aching heart. I drift off to sleep imagining 

the two of us living happily ever after.  

 

*** 

 

A pounding on the door wakes me. I hear Stellon groan shortly after. 

“Get up, lovebirds,” I hear Hobb yelling through the door. I hurriedly 

put on the skirt and Stellon’s tunic and open the door. Stellon is just 

propping himself up. 

“What is it?” I ask him, sure there must be something wrong if he 

bothered to come upstairs to wake us up. 

“Breakfast,” he says, then turns and goes back downstairs. Is that all? 

“Do you want me to bring some up to you?” I ask Stellon, “You’re 

supposed to stay in bed, remember.” 



“I know, but I think I can manage some stairs for breakfast. I slept 

really well and feel much better this morning.”  

I’m about to protest, but he really does look better. Besides, a little 

exercise and a good meal will surely help. I still have to help him get out 

of bed. 

As we head to the small room off the kitchen, I inhale deeply and am 

momentarily transported back to the dining room at home. I usually ate 

alone with Da because Mother liked to sleep late. He would pore over his 

papers and occasionally smile at me or ask what I planned to do with my 

day. My memories are interrupted by Hobb, who asks if we want tea or 

coffee. 

“Tea,” Stellon and I say together. Though tasty, I wasn’t quite ready 

for another dose of coffee.  

Hobb surprises me yet again with a nicely-laid table, complete with a 

platter of bacon, a dish of eggs, a small vat of porridge, and a plate of 

something I don’t recognize.  

“Taters,” says Hobb, beaming, “Can’t have breakfast without ‘em!” I 

look at them, and him, skeptically. 

“I don’t remember you being such a morning person, Hobb,” says 

Stellon as he makes himself up a hearty plate. I do the same as my mouth 

starts to water. 

“Truth be told, I didn’t used to be,” Hobb admits, “The thing is, I 

don’t sleep too well these days, and I’d rather get up and make a nice tasty 

meal than lie in bed for hours in pain.” 

“Have you seen a physician for your pain?” I ask him, “Doctor Rief 

seemed fairly competent.”  

“Aye, he says I’m just getting old and to buck up, bless his little 

soul.” Hobb grins and I try not to look at his teeth. “Me ‘n Rief go back a 

ways.  The old codger has patched me up more times ‘n I can count.” 

I take a mouthful porridge, which melts in my mouth. The bacon is 

warm and crispy, the eggs are perfect. I eye the taters before spearing one 

with my fork and taking a bite. It’s delicious, too! I almost moan. 

Both Hobb and Stellon are eyeing me.  

“Never had taters before?” Hobb asks. I shake my head ‘no’, my 

mouth full. “Where are you from, anyway?”  

“She’s from the north,” Stellon says before I can, “A little town 

called Featherton. You won’t have heard of it.” 

“Why aren’t there more guests here?” I ask, curious as to why so 

many of the rooms are empty. 

Hobb gives Stellon a look, the same kind of look Da and Mother used 

to give each other when they were trying to decide if I was old enough to 

know something. 



“It’s just out o’ the way is all,” Hobb says after a few moments, “I 

bet we’ll be full o’ soldiers by tonight, what with the king being in town 

and all.”  

“Soldiers?” I eye Stellon with alarm. Won’t they recognize him? 

“Pity I have to stay up in bed for the next few days, recovering,” he 

says, his eyes smiling just a bit, “I’d have liked to swap stories with some 

of them. Perhaps another time.” 

I finish my plate and start to fill it up again. This time, Hobb and 

Stellon simply stare at me. I blush. 

“I haven’t had a good breakfast in quite some time,” I say by way of 

explanation. All trace of the smile is gone from Stellon’s face; in fact, he 

looks pained. Hobb just chuckles. 

“I like a woman with an appetite,” he says, “So help yerself.” He gets 

up and clears away his plate, doing the same for Stellon.  

They chat about the news in town while I finish my second helping. I 

wonder how long they’ve known each other, and how they met in the first 

place, since they seem unlikely friends. Perhaps they met when Stellon 

first came up north?  

When I finish breakfast, Hobb pulls me aside before I can follow 

Stellon upstairs. 

“Just a word of advice,” he says quietly, “You might want to cover 

up that hair o’ yours. There’s few who have hair like that, and the last 

thing you want to do is stand out over the next few days, understand?”  

I grab a lock of my hair. I had forgotten that it was nearly white. Of 

course I’ll stand out!  

“Yes,” I tell him, “I’ll wear a veil from now on.” I hurry up the stairs. 

Even though Hobb can cook and clean better than most men I’ve known 

and seems friendly enough, he still makes me nervous. 

Stellon is sitting on the bed when I get back to the room.  

“How are you feeling?” I ask him. 

“Fairly well,” he says, “Deceptively well, actually. I’m tempted to 

ignore Doctor Rief’s instructions and go out for a walk.” 

“You shouldn’t,” I tell him, “You were just ill yesterday. Back in 

bed, I’ll keep an eye on you today.” 

“And tomorrow?” he asks. 

“If you need me to,” I say, “But I really would like to be on my 

way.” It’s hard for me to say these words, but they’re necessary. It’s better 

if he thinks I care nothing for him. 

He gets back into bed and puts more of the salve on the wound. I sit 

on my bed and put my hands in my lap. What will we do all day? 

“We have a lot to talk about,” Stellon says, “I’d like some 

explanations and I’m sure you would as well.” 



The silence draws out as he waits for me to speak first. It would be 

better to ignore him, to not talk about what happened. But there is 

something I want to ask him, I realize. 

“The curse,” I begin, “Is it real?” 

“That’s what you want to know about first? Not what happened in the 

north? Not what we’re really doing at Hobb’s?” He waits for me to nod 

before continuing. “Alright. Yes, it’s real. For a long time, I didn’t believe 

in curses, or at least, I didn’t want to. But I’ve become more and more 

convinced that it’s true over the years, and seeing what happened with you 

left me beyond doubt. I’m cursed because I can’t love.” 

“None of your family can fall in love?” 

“Precisely. Well,” he corrects, “Those that are direct descendants of 

Stalon Defuego. There is a branch of Defuegos by his brother that weren’t 

affected. My father was, his uncle is, my brother is, and I am, too.” 

“I’m sorry. If it’s any sort of consolation, I’m not sure my parents 

loved each other, either. I haven’t experienced it myself, so I’m not 

completely sure. Now, I’ll never know.” 

“You have my deepest sympathies,” he says meaningfully, “More 

than I can possibly say. If I were in your shoes, I’d be set on revenge as 

well.” 

For the first time, tears don’t spring to my eyes at the thought of my 

dead family. Instead, I feel cold, calm, and set on my purpose.  

“Will you help me?” I say before thinking. I immediately regret it, 

but the words are already spoken. 

Stellon doesn’t respond. I had been looking at my hands, but I glance 

up to see him staring at the ceiling. I’m not sure if he heard me or not. It’s 

hard to read his face. Finally, he speaks. 

“I will. I owe you my life a few times over, as well as a journey. But 

let’s get this straight: I’m helping you to repay a debt. I don’t agree with 

the path you’ve set yourself, even if I understand your reasons. Agreed?” 

I find myself thanking him.  

“Don’t thank me yet,” he warns, “We haven’t gone anywhere. 

Besides, in the end you might curse me for agreeing to go with you. Now, 

can I ask you something? Why did you come with me, up north? You 

could’ve run away many times.” 

I struggle with the words for a few moments, trying to think of a way 

to describe the horse sense I had. 

“This may sound odd,” I say, blushing a bit, “But you smelled like a 

good person. I didn’t trust you completely at first, but I figured I had a 

better chance of surviving if I went with you than roaming around the 

countryside. I didn’t even know what to eat at first, believe it or not!” 



“Oh, I believe it. You must’ve been pretty disoriented to wake up as 

a horse. Is that even how it happened? You just…woke up? Or were you 

awake during the… transformation?” 

“No, I woke up as a horse. The last thing I remember was the 

sorcerer saying I sounded like an animal, begging for my life, and that I 

should become one.” I shudder, remembering his blazing eyes. “I still 

can’t believe he burned everyone, yet here I am.” 

“Do you know why he wanted to kill your family?”  

“No. If it was to make sure I didn’t inherit, he succeeded, since 

there’s nothing left for me to inherit.” 

“I don’t think that’s true. If you want, I can help you look into it. We 

could hire a solicitor or something, so long as you can prove you are Flora 

Delarosa, you’re entitled to your father’s share of the tithe…at least until 

you marry. Then, it would go to your husband. But until then it could be 

used to support you.” 

I’m not sure I want that, even if I was fit to marry, which I’m not. 

“Look,” he says when I don’t respond, “We don’t have to talk about 

this now. But you do need to think about it, about your future. Believe it or 

not you still have your whole life ahead of you. You can do whatever you 

want.” 

“That’s not quite true,” I retort, “Anyway, let’s stop talking about it. I 

want to know why you decided the life of a soldier was one for you, and 

not that of a bard. You have a fine voice, you know.” 

He grimaces. 

“You can blame my father for that,” he says with some derision, 

“‘No son of mine will make his living singing silly songs like some 

namby-pamby’ he told me when I announced I wanted to be a bard, at the 

ripe age of eight. Mother had always encouraged my music, listening to 

my songs and praising me. But there was no swaying my father. So, when 

I couldn’t come up with another respectable profession, I was packed off 

to join the King’s Army at sixteen.” 

“But you obviously still practiced…how? Didn’t the other knights 

make fun of you?” 

“Not after I proved I could sing and fight,” he says, “Suddenly, they 

wanted me to entertain them every night. Being a knight is hard, strenuous 

work, and at the end of the day you just want a nice big mug of ale and a 

song, I suppose. It got old quickly, but it was worth it to keep in practice.” 

He closes his eyes and drifts off to sleep. I go over and feel his 

forehead, which is cool. Good. He needs to rest. Remembering Hobb’s 

advice, I get out the pearl silk and some of the material I bought yesterday 

and stitch together a veil to cover my hair. I check myself in the small 

mirror and make sure all my hair is covered before going downstairs. 



Hobb is behind the bar, since there are a few soldiers seated around 

the room, talking quietly. They all look at me when I go to talk to Hobb. 

“He’s sleeping,” I say to him, “Do you have anything to read or 

mend? I hate being idle.”  

He hands me a pile of papers and says I can pack up a tray of food to 

take up. “On the house,” he winks at me.  

I make up a tray of bread, meat, cheese, apples, another bottle of 

wine, and some tea. Stellon is still asleep. I nibble on some food and 

glance at the pamphlets 

One is titled, On Man and Freedom, while another reads, Revolution: 

Rising Above Tyranny. So this is Hobb’s idea of ‘light reading’? I was 

hoping for a classic story, such as The Lady in the Rain. Everyone has a 

copy of that! Matilda said so. 

Well, there’s nothing else to read! I think as I settle down with the 

pamphlets. 

 

Men are all born free, the first pamphlet begins, so why do we 

constrain ourselves within a hierarchal society, where the rich are free to 

control the lives of the poor? Where, in fact, ‘rich’ and ‘poor’ are no more 

in the control of man than is their station in life, because they are one and 

the same. A poor man is born into poverty and has little chance of 

changing his circumstances because he is bred to be poor. Likewise, a rich 

man is born into wealth and, unless he disgraces himself beyond recovery 

or gambles away his inheritance, he is likely to die rich.  

 

Consider, for a moment, that all men are born with equal 

opportunity: he may pursue monetary wealth or the riches of the land, 

perhaps both. He is not limited by the hierarchical constraints of class nor 

is he limited by his mannerisms. ‘A king is born a king’, so the saying 

goes. What if he were not? What if any man could aspire to be a king? 

This is a treasonous notion, which is why this literature remains 

anonymous.  

 

The Keeps of Delaterra belong to the Nine Families of Old, with the 

tenth family being the Royal Family. Delcorason, Deljarra, Deloro, 

Delapesca, Delbronce, Delsorro, Delaperla, Defuego, and Delarosa.  

 

Delarosa. My family was one of the Nine Families of Old, of course. 

Now, I am the only survivor.  

“Learn anything interesting?” Stellon asks. I jump, startled out of 

concentration. He’s looking at me, wariness in his gray eyes. 



“How do you know Hobb?” I ask, “And why is he reading this? It’s 

treason.”  

“I’m telling you this because I trust you, understand? You could take 

what I tell you to any King’s Eye or Ear and my head would be off within 

a day. Likely, so would yours. But that’s beside the point.” He pauses, 

considering his words carefully. “There are several secret organizations in 

Delaterra, organizations geared towards removing the king from the 

throne, one way or another. Some organizations want his son to take his 

place, though they do not likely know the truth about the king, while 

others believe the next king should be chosen by the people.” 

“But why? I know he made the army do something terrible, but is one 

horrific decision enough to depose him?”  

“That was just the most recent atrocity.” Another pause. “How much 

history do you know?” Without waiting for me to respond, he continues, 

“In the past twenty years, King Marcus has slowly but steadily decreased 

our relations with foreign countries by persecuting immigrants and taxing 

imports unfairly. And those are just a few examples of the public issues. 

Haven’t you noticed how suspicious, how careful, Delaterrans are? And 

behind the curtain, we believe he is responsible for many of the sudden 

disappearances and strategic murders that have escalated in recent years. 

He has Eyes and Ears everywhere. Many innocent people have landed in 

the king’s dungeons for ‘questioning’.” 

I realize I don’t know enough about my homeland to know if Stellon 

is right or not. I’ve never seen much of Delaterra, let alone the king. Who 

am I to tell Stellon that he’s wrong? He’s seen Delaterra. He’s been close 

to the king. Also, if my suspicions are correct, he’s a member of one of the 

secret organizations he mentioned.  

“You aren’t saying much,” he comments, “I can understand that.” He 

lays his head back on the pillow again before saying, “I probably shouldn’t 

have told you anything. But, like I said, I feel like I can trust you.” 

“I just don’t know what to think. Before the fire, I’d only been to 

Featherton once. I’d never seen the ocean, never been through a forest, and 

never seen a city. I’d only heard of the king when my father talked about 

him, which was precious little. Frankly, I didn’t care. I had more than a 

few governesses because as soon as one displeased me, I’d get Da to find a 

replacement. I didn’t study anything I didn’t want to, and instead, I spent 

most of my time embroidering. I enjoyed embroidery.” Suddenly, I feel 

anxious, so I stand and wring my hands before starting to pace. “I never 

even knew what I was missing. Do you know what I had to look forward 

to? Getting married. Da had just begun seriously looking at suitors when 

the fire happened. I had been working on my wedding trousseau for years 

before that. Now, it’s gone. Everything’s gone. Including my marriage 



prospects. But you know what? I don’t even care about that anymore! That 

life is over. I don’t want to marry anyone if—” I stop suddenly. If I can’t 

marry you, I almost said. I put my hands over my mouth, then down to my 

sides.  

Stellon is stunned. “I—I’m sorry,” he says eventually, softly. 

“No, don’t be,” I say, sitting back down, “Just forget everything I 

say. I still can’t believe everyone is gone, that’s all. I feel useless, 

hopeless, and so very stupid. Enough about that. Can we talk about 

something else now, or would you like to rest again?” 

“Actually, I’m pretty hungry,” he says, getting out of bed and 

walking over to the table, where I had set the tray. “Did Hobb send this 

up?” 

“I went down and got it while you were sleeping. He said it’s ‘On the 

house’, whatever that means.” 

“It means it’s free. There’s something you should know about Hobb, 

and this place as well. It’s a meeting place for one of the secret 

organizations I spoke of earlier. Hobb is one of the leaders. I met him a 

few years ago when I was out patrolling. He’s an old codger, but he has 

some great ideas for this country. You wouldn’t think it to look at him.” 

“I suppose that helps keep him safe, doesn’t it?” Appearances are so 

important, I’ve come to realize. 

“Exactly,” Stellon says between bites, “I think Doctor Rief is also 

another member. He definitely doesn’t look the part, either.” 

“You mean you don’t know all the other members?” I ask, confused, 

“Then how are you an organization if you don’t know each other?” 

“That’s also for protection. I only know my leader, Hobb, and a few 

other members. That way, if I’m ever captured by an Ear or Eye and taken 

in for…’questioning’, I can’t give out the entire roster. Can you imagine 

what King Marcus would do if he knew about everyone who was trying to 

dethrone him?” He shudders.  

There’s a knock on the door before Hobb comes in. I wonder if he’s 

been eavesdropping outside the door. 

“You up for the meeting tonight?” he asks Stellon. 

“Yes, I think I can manage,” Stellon says, “I might bring Rosie, if 

that’s alright.” 

“Her neck, if she wants to assume the risk. Though if she’s associated 

with the likes of you, might be she’s already assumed quite a bit o’ risk.” 

He winks at me, then leaves. 

Stellon looks at me questioningly. If I go, I might learn quite a bit 

about the things Stellon was talking about. Besides, a little more risk is not 

likely to make a difference in my quest to destroy the sorcerer. 



“I’ll go,” I tell him, picking at his tunic. He sees me doing so and 

frowns. 

“You need new clothes,” he announces, “Lucky for you, I’m feeling 

up for a short walk.” 

“Where are we going?” I ask. 

“A place called Madame Logun’s,” he replies. 

“Are you sure you can manage it?” He seems like he’s back to 

normal already, but Doctor Rief had told him to stay in bed. 

“It’s not far. Really, I’ll be fine.” 

 

  



46: Dagger 

 

 
I take the mirror out of its wrappings with a sense of urgency. Hurry, 

I feel, my fingers moving fast, the vision is coming. The heat from the 

mirror is intense as I hold it in my palms and stare at my reflection. A 

moment passes, then I’m not looking at my reflection any longer. The heat 

seeps up my arms, crawling towards my head as the vision consumes me. I 

haven’t felt such a strong vision since that night in the desert, when Zephyr 

ran away. It was different with Zastara. She pulled that from herself. With 

a heavy heart, I embrace the heat, pulling it towards my head, my eyes, 

and let the vision strengthen until suddenly it’s no longer a vision—I’m 

there. 

“Dagriella, darling,” Mother says to me. “You brought your 

gloves!” She holds up the emerald silk gloves I packed away so long ago. 

Time shifts. Days pass. A feeling of foreboding in my chest. No, it’s 

anticipation. I look at the timepiece and read early-evening. It’s time.  

“Stay safe!” I call to Mother, racing out of our room and down the 

hall. I take the spiral stairs nearly two at a time, almost falling down them 

in a dance. A glance out a window shows me hundreds of white birds 

flying through the air. No, not birds; papers. Hundreds of papers fall from 

the sky.  

My feet move again and I know where to go. I look down and realize 

I’m wearing garments similar to my training outfit, but something is 

different…I take just a moment to feel the metal reinforcements, the metal 

plates protecting my most vulnerable parts. But it weighs almost nothing 

at all. Down the hall and down more secret stairs and I’m in the dungeons. 

There are no guards, for who would ever dream of defying the king and 

coming down here? The dungeonmaster looks up, confused to see me in 

front of him, wearing the clothing of a man. He opens his mouth, 

presumably to ask what I’m doing down here, and doesn’t let go of the 

instrument he’s sharpening. But he never utters a word, just a gurgle as 

my blade lands neatly in his neck.  

More than likely there are a few deserving criminals down here, but I 

know they are far outnumbered by the innocent. I unlock the cell of one of 

the more upright prisoners. I free him from his shackles and press the keys 

into his dirty, scabbed hands. He has no fingernails. 

“Who are you?” he wheezes. 

“I bring your freedom,” I tell him, “Today, we end Marcus.” The 

words flow through me, and I’m not even sure I’m the one saying them. 



His eyes widen as I announce to the rest of the dungeon, “All who 

are able and willing, I ask you fight with us today. Soon, the palace will 

ring with the clash of blades and shouts of triumph, for tyranny ends 

today!”  

I draw a long breath in as the vision fades. When the last tendrils 

clear from the mirror, I release the breath and open my eyes. True to 

Zastara’s teaching, I do not get a headache.  While the vision is fresh, I get 

out a small book, another gift from Zastara, and write down the important 

details from my vision. Part of me wants to test Zastara’s belief that all 

visions are true, no matter what, for if I tell no one when to leave or what 

to do, how could it still happen? But this is no time to test such a thing.  

 

  



47: Knives 

 

 
I return to The Red Frog the next evening. Freya assured me she 

never felt in danger while I was away yesterday, but I worry she wouldn’t 

tell me even if she had. Instead, she says how much she enjoyed meeting 

Lady Deljarra, who looked over Rik and agreed with the doctor’s 

prescription of the yellow paste. The midwife also gave Freya some herbs 

for the fire, which will make it easier for Rik to breathe.  

According the Freya, Lady Deljarra asked for no names, nor how 

long we planned on staying.  

“She said it’s not uncommon for visitors to stay for months,” Freya 

tells me over dinner, “Especially families with sick children. There’s 

plenty of room! She implied all our expenses were paid for in advance.” 

The Master.  

To ease my mind, I spent last night surveying the grounds and found 

the source of my apprehension—one of the groundskeepers. I observed 

him chopping wood, butchering chickens, and brushing horses, all in all 

nothing out of the ordinary. But my instincts tell me there is more to him 

than I can see, and I’ve always trusted my instincts. Especially since the 

Master of Shadows said I have a natural aptitude in this regard, though he 

would not reveal to me how I came by it.  

I don’t tell Freya about the man, not yet. It’s likely that telling her 

would cause her to act suspicious around him, but if I don’t warn her, 

she’ll treat him like anyone else. Only if they ever cross paths. With any 

luck, we’ll be long gone before this man poses a threat. 

The Red Frog is quiet when I approach, with only Lo and a few 

others scattered around the tavern. He raises his head when I enter but does 

not motion for me. I grab a pint and take a seat alone, in an advantageous 

position that offers both a view of the door and the man. When I’m 

halfway through my ale, Lo gestures to the back before getting up and 

heading there himself. I understand the message. 

I take my time finishing my ale, going over what I plan to tell them in 

my mind. It has to be enough to give them the information they need, but 

vague enough to keep myself, Freya, and Rik safe. I don’t trust these men 

any more than they probably trust me, but I need to start somewhere, 

especially if time is short.  

My grip on my tumbler tightens with sharp anger. I mentally curse 

the Master for treating me the same as I’m about to treat these men—

telling me the bare bones of what I need to know, and nothing more. It’s 

not my place to question him, but as a Luna Knight and citizen of 



Delaterra, it is my place to do my best to help end the very tyranny that has 

landed me in this place tonight. I drink deeply and drain the pint before 

getting up and wiping my mouth on my sleeve.  

No one bats an eye as I head to the back, where I find a door. I 

hesitate only a moment before opening it and taking the stairs down. I’m 

confident in my abilities to defend myself when it comes down to it, but I 

do not often seek situations to test them, not when I am at a disadvantage 

in terms of environment. 

“Was afraid you’d ditch us,” says Lo, seated at a large table with six 

other hard-looking men and one woman. He must read my guarded 

expression as hesitancy, for he raises his hands and says, “It’s alright. We 

won’t harm yeh.” He gestures to an empty chair with his large hand and 

looks at me expectantly. 

“I’m Rickard Miller,” I say after taking my seat. My back rests 

tentatively on the back of the chair and I have to force myself to appear 

relaxed. I do not feel at ease, but I do not feel unsettled, either. Just alert. 

“I have some information that is vital to the cause of the F—” 

“Stop! Don’t say it,” Lo warns, “We’re safe here, but we never speak 

openly.” 

“I understand.” I stop and glance around the room pointedly. 

“We don’t give names, either.”  

I nod, but take a moment to study each face. Yellow hair and hazel 

eyes. Brown hair and one blue eye. Gray hair and blue eyes. Auburn hair 

and green eyes. Gray hair and brown eyes. White hair, green eyes, and a 

facial scar. Yellow hair and blue eyes. Red hair and icy blue eyes. I could 

recognize them all again if needed. 

“You are all here for a reason, one reason only. There’s a weed and 

you mean to pluck him. I’m sure you’re all aware that this weed has done 

unspeakable harm.” The grim faces grow grimmer. “The time to strike is 

very near. It would be wise to get in contact with each other as soon as 

possible and make arrangements.” 

“For The Feast?” Lo asks, rather shocked. 

The moment he utters ‘feast’, my suspicion dissipates as I realize the 

Master means to coincide his attack with The Feast. Perhaps I can divulge 

more than I intended. 

“The rightful heir to the throne is safe, though he is just a babe. If my 

sources are correct, we will soon be joined by our southern neighbors for 

The Feast, some Sisters, and Knights as well,” I say, glancing upward to a 

moon we cannot see. Lo straightens as he grasps my meaning. The men 

and woman seated around the table exchange rapid glances of disbelief 

and, strangely, hope. “I am such a Knight. If you know who I answer to, 



then you should know he is, at this very moment, making his way to the 

Royal City. We must follow.” 

“You need to share this news with the others, and quickly,” Lo says, 

thrumming his fingers on the table, “Have you told no one else?” 

“I have not. It was hard enough to find you.” 

“I’m glad of it, since there’s little enough keeping us safe.” He 

pauses a moment, giving another Farmer a chance to speak—gray hair and 

blue eyes. But before he can, the woman speaks up. 

“How can we trust ‘im? What’s to stop ‘im from turnin’ us over to 

the Scythes?” 

I bring out one of the small white stones, like the one I tossed into the 

fountain. “Do you know what this is?” Her eyes widen as she nods. “Then 

you know I am who I say I am, and that my only desire by coming here is 

to make sure we can count on you to do your part.” 

“Tomorrow, at Water Lily’s,” the old man with blue eyes finally 

says, “You can meet a messenger from the Browns. I’ll arrange it.”  

Lo nods. “Do you have a date? Any specific information?” 

I consider for a moment just how much is riding on what I tell them. 

What if I’m wrong? There is no such thing as coincidence, the Master 

whispers from my memory, brushing my doubt away. Father was right, he 

had to be. There are far too many pieces falling into place for it to be 

anything but the prophecy he spoke of, which means Dagger is a seer. That 

realization is perhaps the most difficult to swallow, the most painful, but I 

push it away as I try to concentrate and spell out the best plan for this 

small group of fighters. 

“Midsummer,” I begin, “There will be a huge feast—” 

“You mean an actual feast? The one the king will throw in honor of 

his northern ‘victory’?” The man with one blue eye spits to the side, his 

words no doubt leaving a foul taste in his mouth.  

“Yes. You see, what you all have referred to as the ‘Feast’, the 

moment you pluck the weed from this land, is an event foretold long ago. 

Whether this resistance formed as part of that foretelling, or to help fulfill 

it, is not clear nor does it matter. You are what you are and you will do 

what you must.  

“You will rally as many men and women as you can who are sworn 

to your cause and make your way to Adamantolis. Say broadly you are 

there for The Feast. Any person not in the know will assume you mean 

Marcus’ feast, but anyone who is part of our plot will know that the time 

has come. This is likely our only opportunity, but we will defeat him.” 

 

*** 

 



I feel at war with myself. On the one hand, there are some very 

important tasks to attend to in the Crossroads, tasks that would help ensure 

the success of The Feast. On the other hand, if The Feast is a success, we 

need to be sure of Prince Teodorik’s welfare. For if he dies, then there is 

no one to succeed the throne. I pace my room at The Happy Crow, lodging 

chosen at random. I needed some place private to think and I cannot yet 

return to Freya. She is alone now, but not in any mortal danger that I’m 

aware of. The problem is, one is not usually aware of mortal danger. My 

thoughts turn to the groundsman and it’s with effort, and a sense of 

powerlessness, that I suppress them.   

The meeting at Water Lily’s is tonight. Theoretically, I could ride 

back to Deljarra Keep and check on Freya, then ride back here. I can’t risk 

it, though, not if I want to be sure to make the meeting. Decided, I sit at the 

desk. At this moment, the success of The Feast is more important than the 

survival of the successor. I have all day to make other preparations, then I 

can return tonight. There was a moment when I realized my weak feelings 

for Freya, and with minor chagrin, I’ve accepted their presence.  

A few hours later, I make my way to the Luna Temple. By myself, it 

will be easy to slip in and make contact with two of my shadow-trained 

brothers stationed here.  

“Knives!” Melloway embraces me when he realizes I’ve snuck up 

behind him, “What are you doing here?” 

“Have you gone soft?” I ask him, a little serious, “I don’t want my 

presence known.” 

He immediately regains composure and tells me to go to his 

chambers, where he’ll meet me soon. Then, he resumes his patrol as if 

nothing is amiss while I head to the Knights’ barracks.  

I blend in with the other Knights, but receive more than one 

suspicious glance on my way to the correct room. Melloway is a few years 

my junior and, while extremely effective with a wire, has always been a bit 

excitable. No doubt his outburst drew some attention. He blames his 

disposition on coming from a large family. 

Melloway’s chamber is not unlike the other knights’ I’ve seen—

impeccably tidy and sparse of furnishings. I take a moment to sit on the 

floor, crossing my legs as Papi is fond of doing, and breathe deeply for a 

moment of meditation and rest. I’ve been awake for longer than a day at 

this point and the weariness is beginning to weigh on my mind, but I’d like 

to put off taking some bracer for as long as possible. 

Perhaps an hour later, Melloway comes into his room, followed by 

Axel. While Melloway is shorter than I, and more compact, Axel is large 

and bald, his expanse of hard muscle barely contained in his uniform. It’s 



said he can smash a skull between his large fists, but I don’t know if he’s 

ever tried. 

“Ax!” I get to my feet quickly and pound him on the back. I haven’t 

seen him or Melloway in over a year. “Good to see you haven’t changed.”  

“Wish I could say the same, but you look older than your years. What 

weighs so heavily on you?” 

Ax is partly jesting, but his question serves as a segue to what I have 

to ask them. 

“Do you remain true to the Master?” In answer, both place a closed 

right fist over their hearts and stand at attention. “I’m here on his orders to 

ensure you received his message, Melloway, and that you’ve already acted 

upon it.” 

Melloway and Ax share a glance and I realize there is something I’ve 

overlooked.  

“I’m glad you’re here, since we’ve been trying to piece it together,” 

Melloway admits, a flush rising on his round cheeks, “I was a 

bit…indisposed when he appeared, and not entirely capable of 

understanding his message.” 

“Essence of moonshade?” I ask, and he nods reluctantly. Curse him 

and his weakness! “I suppose we can talk about that later. The important 

thing is we need to act immediately. The Master has ordered the Luna 

Knights sworn to him to convene in Adamantolis for the Midsummer 

Feast. I believe he is going to make an attempt on Marcus during our 

attack on the city.” 

Melloway focuses hard, trying to recall what the Master said to him, 

I’m sure. Why couldn’t the Master have spoken with someone more 

reliable? 

“The Master did say something about moving out,” Melloway finally 

reveals, “But I can’t recall the rest. I’m sorry.” 

“Why would he want us to move now?” Ax rests his chin on a giant 

fist. 

“Never mind that. Here is what I know: the Farmers have been 

planning a ‘Feast’ since their inception, the Jertans convene every 

midsummer for a gathering called a ‘feast’, there is a Jertan prophecy that 

Jertans will ‘rain from the sky’ to rid the world of a ‘great evil’, and 

Marcus himself is planning a huge feast on Midsummer’s Day to celebrate 

his ‘victory’ over the northern rebels! Then, the Master orders us to march 

on Adamantolis before disappearing himself.” 

“Well, when you lay it out this way it makes more sense,” Melloway 

concedes, “Especially coupled with the Master’s orders.” 

 “Exactly. I haven’t even told you all of it yet. This part you will need 

to keep to yourselves.” Ax and Melloway promise their silence. “I have 



Prince Teodorik. The Westport Knights and Sisters know, but no one else. 

It’s happening, everything we’ve trained for, the true purpose of our 

training. We need to unite every Delaterran who wants to see Marcus’ 

head on a spike and march before it’s too late. I don’t think there will be 

another opportunity like this, I can feel it.” 

“There are a few we can’t trust here, so we’ll have to be careful.” 

Ax’s thumb strokes his beard as he focuses far away, planning. Inside, I’m 

relieved. Even though they failed to get the Master’s message, they still 

trust me. 

“So I can count on you?” I ask, just to be sure. 

“Aye,” Axel agrees, “But if you’re wrong, likely we’ll lose our 

position, if not our lives.” 

“If I’m right, and you do nothing, it would eventually be the same 

end. You have to know that.” 

Axel nods and takes a seat on Melloway’s bed. 

“What should we do?” Melloway asks, sitting beside Axel and 

pushing back some of his untidy blond curls. He’s grown them out a bit 

since leaving the Master’s training. 

“First, spread word to everyone you trust here in the Crossroads. Our 

greatest enemy is ignorance of The Feast. Tell fellow Luna Knights and 

any Farmers you might know. I’m speaking to a contact from another 

group of Farmers tonight, the Browns, so they’ll help spread the word, too. 

Can one of you make it over to Eastport?” 

“We’ll figure it out. You want us to contact the Luna Temple there?” 

“Yes, and see if you can track down Sir James Delapesca. If my 

suspicion is correct, he is a great resource for spreading word quickly to 

only those we would want to hear.” 

“And we all need to converge on Adamantolis by Midsummer? I 

doubt we can make it. Won’t the Way Guard be suspicious by a sudden 

increase in traffic?” There’s an ironic twist in Melloway’s mouth.  

“Not if they’re all heading to the capital to celebrate Marcus’ 

victory.” I raise my brows suggestively, invigorated by the plan. 

“I see.” Melloway smiles, beginning to understand my vision. “So, if 

this scheme works, Marcus will be dead Midsummer’s Day? What then?” 

“That’s not for us to worry about.” 

Melloway nods, knowing he won’t get more out of me, though Axel 

is not as convinced. 

“I hope you know what you’re doing. I know you wouldn’t ask this 

of us unless you truly believed in it, and I believe you are truthful 

concerning the Master’s orders, but you have to admit it’s a bit far-fetched, 

even by our standards.” 



“I admit it freely. I could blame the Master for not sharing his 

knowledge until the last minute, but to be honest, if I hadn’t been so thick-

headed a few weeks ago, I might’ve realized this truth sooner and we 

wouldn’t be in such a rush now. Then again, if I had realized it sooner, I 

wouldn’t be in the Crossroads now. Must be coincidence.” Melloway and 

Axel share a smile at my jest. 

We spend a few more moments planning before both men need to 

return to their duties. I feel optimistic about their cooperation, but also 

slightly apprehensive. There’s no turning back now. The Farmers are in 

motion and now the Luna Knights are, too.  

Before sneaking out of Melloway’s chambers, I take a moment to 

reflect on what Father had said to me when I last visited him. It’s difficult 

as I force myself to concede that I was wrong, more than once. I’m not 

used to being wrong; it sets my teeth on edge, especially because I have so 

much experience not being wrong. Still, there is weakness in denying 

mistakes.  

I return to my room at The Happy Crow after ensuring I have all 

necessary items for the evening. The elderly man from the Miller meeting, 

who said I could call him Jon, is one of the porters at Water Lily’s. He’ll 

make sure I meet the right person and all I need to do is wait in the right 

room. This plan is not the riskiest I’ve ever followed, not by far. Still, any 

number of things could go wrong, leading our cause to failure and me to 

death.  

As instructed, I write out my information in the form of a love letter. 

It’s not what I would choose as a code, but I am in no position to question 

the Farmer’s methods.  

“My Beloved,” I write, the words flowing from my pen, “If only I 

could share the truth in my heart with the world, that there is hope for you 

and me.” A corner of my mouth lifts as I write the rest, amused at the 

allusions and metaphors that come to me with ease. Mayhap I’ll take up 

the Thorn’s occupation…if we all survive The Feast. 

 

  



48: Flora 

 

 
True to his word, Madame Logun’s was not very far away. After a 

day of being poked, measured, and scrutinized by the fastidious Madame 

herself and her three eager daughters, I now have two outfits suitable for 

traveling, as well as a simple, yet elegant, gold gown. 

“Are those the men Hobb was talking about?” I ask Stellon from the 

privacy of our room. When we came back from the dress shop, there were 

quite a few men sitting in the tavern, waiting. 

“Yes. You don’t have to come down if you don’t want to, but the 

truth is we could use your help. I promise, it’s not that risky of a job, and 

I’ll be able to help you with it.” 

“Very well, but let me take a moment to freshen up.” He dips his 

head and shuts the door as he leaves. I fill the basin with water and wipe 

my face and wash my shaking hands. Even though the clothes are still 

fresh, I smooth them and check myself in the mirror again. The girl staring 

back to me is still almost a stranger and there’s a hardness to her that 

surprises me. That can’t be me, I think, taking in the intense blue eyes and 

confident way she’s lifting her face, not like a lady should. This girl in the 

mirror actually looks capable and brave, two things Old Flora never was 

nor strived to be.  

When there’s nothing more to do, I take a few deep breaths before 

opening the door and heading downstairs. Every pair of eyes watches me 

as I take a seat near Stellon. I look around the room and see that every man 

here looks wary and worn, except Doctor Rief, who looks determined. No 

two faces are completely similar, but their eyes are. These men have all 

been to hell and back, just like Stellon. Just like me.  I begin to understand 

their purpose. 

Hobb stands up. 

“Hello, friends,” he begins, “Since we last got together, there’s been 

quite a drought. Crops are suffering this year because of it. It’s looking 

like we won’t have as big a gain as we thought this year, which means we 

won’t be able to feed as many mouths. As all you farmers know, there are 

ways to get water to dry crops. One way is to do it yourself, with patience, 

a bucket, and a deep well. That’s what I’m asking you to do. Take some 

time to water your crops yourself. Carefully and discreetly, of course. 

We’ve all been through this before. We’ll get through it again. And 

hopefully, in a few seasons, everyone will be eating what we sow.” He sits 

down. 



The crowd looks grim, but a few men straighten with a sense of 

purpose. What in Luna’s handbasket was Hobb talking about? Crops? 

Watering? This is a secret meeting planning the deposition of the king? I 

look at Stellon, my eyes wide with questions and skepticism. He just 

smiles at me, then stands. 

“Fellow Farmers,” he begins, “It has come to my attention that there 

are some Farmers nearby who have important information for us. I’d like 

your permission to let Rosie here pick it up. I trust her with my life and 

believe she’s up for the job. What say you?” 

“Why do we need her to retrieve it? Why not one of us?”  A big, 

dark-haired man asks, arms crossed in front of his barrel chest. 

“These farmers like to meet in a club reserved solely for women. I’m 

afraid none of us could quite pull off a dress half so well as Rosie.” This 

brings a low rumble of a chuckle from most of the men. 

I stare at him, mouth open, cheeks reddening. That’s his plan? That’s 

why I’m needed? I guess the gold dress will come in handy much sooner 

than expected.  

“I’ll escort her,” a young man stands up. He has shoulder length 

blonde hair and is quite handsome. He’s also one of the cleanest men in 

the bunch, apart from Stellon. I drum my fingers on the table. 

“I figured you would offer, Arden,” says Stellon, “But I will do it.”  

Arden sits back down, quickly hiding a look of disappointment with a 

smile at me. I turn away.  

“There’s one thing I’d like to ask,” a tall, skinny man with stringy 

chin-length hair says, rising, “Many of us have been farming for many 

years and have seen little reward in it. Is there any idea how many seasons 

remain until The Feast?” This question receives many grunts of approval 

from the group. 

Hobb gets up to speak, “Farming is a thankless task,” he begins, 

“And it’s true, it might be years before it starts to pay off. But let me tell 

you this: I’ve also been doing this for many years, through droughts and 

not, and things are starting to pick up. There’s a feeling in the wind, you 

might say, that it’ll be soon. Maybe not this year nor maybe the next, but 

it’s soon. Things are changing. And it’s all because of Farmers like us.” 

Most of the men nod and raise their mugs.  

A man near the window calls, “Scythes!” and suddenly all the men 

turn towards one another making little groups of twos and threes, instantly 

dissolving the appearance of the large group they had been seconds before. 

Stellon grabs my hand and pulls me closer to him.  

“King’s Guards,” he whispers, just as two soldiers burst in wearing 

full armor, hands on their swords. They swagger around the room, staring 

down every man they come across.  



“So,” one shouts, “Anyone here a Farmer?” He has short dark curls 

stuck close to a big head.  

“I am,” the big, dark-haired man says, “A tater farmer. What of it?”  

The soldiers glance at each other, then Curly Head walks over to the 

big man.  

“Taters?” he asks, “You sure it’s not treason?” 

“Treason!” the big man looks shocked, “I thought you was hungry 

for some taters, is all. I sell ‘em at The Hub for a decent—” he’s 

interrupted by Curly Head slamming his fist down on the table. 

“Enough!” he yells, “Or I’ll have your tongue cut out. Anyone else 

here Farm, or know a Farmer? There’s a big bag of silver for any 

information.” 

The other soldier, who is bald as an egg, produces a bag as proof, 

tossing it in his palm to make the coins clink. No one says a word. 

“How about you, sweet?” Curly Head asks, coming over to me, 

“Know anything?” I shake my head, and Stellon pulls me a little closer, 

away from the soldier’s potent breath. They’re drunk! Curly Head glances 

at Stellon, a look of recognition coming to his face. 

“You,” he growls, “Do I know you?” 

“Kn-know me?” Stellon stammers. I can’t tell if he’s acting or not. 

“N-no, sir. I’ve never been out of the C-crossroads before in my life.” 

Curly Head brings up his hand and Stellon flinches, “Then how’d 

you get that?” he asks, motioning to Stellon’s scar. 

“She hit me,” he says, motioning to me, “With a rake. When I asked 

her to marry me.” 

“Then I felt terrible,” I say, putting my arm around Stellon’s waist, 

“So I said ‘yes’.” I smile at Stellon like Ma would smile at Da sometimes.  

“We’re wasting our time here,” Bald Head says, tucking away the 

silver, “Let’s move on.” 

Curly Head doesn’t look pleased, but he leaves with Bald Head. He 

gives Stellon a long look before heading out the door. 

Everyone sighs in relief once the soldiers are gone. 

“Well,” Hobb says, “There’s some more proof that we must 

persevere. Best clear out now.”  

 The men do not leave all at the same time. In fact, most are still here 

when Stellon says we should go back upstairs. Arden follows us.  

“He almost recognized you,” Arden tells Stellon, “Are you sure you 

don’t want me to escort Rosie instead of you?” Stellon pauses. This clearly 

concerns him.  

“Alright,” he says, “You can take her to Water Lily’s, but I’m 

coming with you most of the way. We’re going tomorrow night. Meet us 

out back at sunset.” 



“Should I dress as a guard?” he asks. 

“Yes, a household guard. Nothing elaborate,” Stellon warns, then 

says, “Good night.” 

Arden leaves, but not before giving me another dazzling smile. Why 

do his smiles fill me with apprehension, but Stellon’s give me warmth? 

Up in the room, I immediately turn to Stellon for an explanation.  

“Farmers? Crops?” I ask, “I don’t understand. I thought you were 

planning to depose the king!” 

“It’s code, to keep us safe,” Stellon says, “You saw those soldiers. 

What they did tonight has been going on for years. That’s why we never 

speak openly of our plans, rarely meet in large groups like we did tonight, 

and almost never make contact with other groups. That’s another reason 

why you’re going to go tomorrow night. You’re too new to know anyone 

in our group well enough to give him away. Except for me, that is.”  

“So, what did it mean? Why is there a ‘drought’?” All this secrecy is 

making my head spin. 

“The drought means we’ve had very few recruits this year. Part of it 

is because of the ‘insects’ that are plaguing certain groups, new recruits 

who back out and put the whole group at risk. We call ourselves Farmers 

because it’s a common enough occupation and because we’re hoping to 

raise a new crop of Delaterrans, ones who want to overthrow King Marcus 

and install a just government. Our group is called Brown. Others are 

Black, White, Barley, Miller, and those are just the groups I’m aware of.” 

‘Brown.’ Why does that sound so familiar? Then, I remember— 

“You’ve called yourself Stellon Brown before,” I say, beginning to 

understand exactly how big the Farmer movement is, “Was that to identify 

yourself to fellow Farmers?” 

“Yes, exactly,” he nods, excited that I understand, “It’s a way to 

identify myself to those I know to be Farmers and also a way to test others 

I’m not sure about. ‘Brown’, as well as the other names, are common 

enough that if I guess wrong, it’s easy to cover up.” 

“I see,” I say, “So, what will I be doing tomorrow?” 

“Just receiving a message,” he says, “It’s simple enough. It’s in code, 

so it will look like a love letter. You’ll go into Water Lily’s and give the 

doorkeeper a password. He’ll take you to the correct room and you pick up 

the message. Then, you come out and we’ll come back here. Simple 

enough.” 

“Are you sure you’re up for it?”  

Stellon pats himself on the chest, his gray eyes merry. “I’ve never felt 

better,” he says, “Though I suppose I should probably go to sleep now. I 

am a bit tired after all that excitement.” 



I move the screen back between the beds and wait until I hear him get 

into bed before changing into my shift. I think he’s asleep when he speaks 

to me. 

“Flora,” he says quietly, “You did well tonight. That was some fast 

thinking you did when the soldier started questioning me.” 

“Thanks,” I mumble, “I’m glad I helped.” 

“Me too,” he sounds groggy, “Good night.” 

“Good night,” I whisper. I love you. My heart aches as I recall him 

grabbing my hand, my arm slipping around him. I tuck the memories away 

to be treasured. 

 

*** 

 

Again, we’re awakened by a pounding on the door. It rips me out of the 

sweet dream I was having, another dream where I live happily ever after 

with Stellon. I hear him groan as he wakes up. 

“Breakfast!” Hobb shouts through the door. 

“Does he do this every morning for his guests?” I ask. 

“I think for us friends, yes,” he rumbles, “Unfortunately.” I hear him 

getting ready as I sit on the bed, waiting. “I’ll give you some privacy,” he 

says, leaving. 

Breakfast is much the same as yesterday, though Stellon chooses 

coffee today.  

“Ah,” he says after sipping, “Nothing quite starts the day like a good 

cup of brown.” 

“You did well, last night,” Hobb says to me, “Held up fine under 

that, er, ‘interruption’, we’ll call it. I think you might have a future career 

as a Farmer.” He winks at me. 

“I was scared,” I admit. 

“That’s good,” Stellon says, “Thinking they can’t or won’t hurt you 

is a big mistake. Too many good men have died thinking being in a tavern 

surrounded by friends will protect him. Hull was brave last night as well, 

taking a risk like that.” 

“Hull? The big man?” I ask. They nod. 

“He helped throw off the scent,” Hobb says, “They’ll be keeping an 

eye on him for a while now, checking the market to make sure he actually 

farms taters, which he does.” He spears one of the taters on his plate and 

grins at me.  

“What do you plan to do today, Rosie?” Stellon asks, “I should 

probably rest up for tonight. I trust Arden, but I won’t lie and say this 

mission is completely safe. Nothing is completely safe, anymore.”  



“I’d like to read some more,” I say, my curiosity about The Feast 

piqued, “And I’d like a bath before we go, if I’m supposed to be 

impersonating a lady.” 

“You are a lady,” Stellon reminds me, earning a sharp look from 

Hobb. 

“Yes, but I won’t feel like one unless I’m scrubbed clean,” I say.  

The day passes quickly as I read through the two pamphlets from 

yesterday and a few more Hobb scrounges up for me, all written by 

someone who calls himself “The Thorn”. Stellon reads for a bit and tries to 

rest off and on, though it’s difficult for him to get in bed when he says he’s 

feeling fine. I manage to steal a glance at the cut when he’s putting more 

salve on it and see that all the pink around it is gone. If he is completely 

healed, perhaps we can start the journey to the Malisheram tomorrow! 

I’ve never really taken to reading, but I surprise myself by not only 

enjoying the pamphlets, but applying them to what I heard last night. It’s 

hard to confront my own ignorance, knowing it is solely my fault. I 

could’ve learned so much by now if I had been more interested in learning 

and less interested in embroidery and planning my marriage trousseau. 

How many governesses had I dismissed on whim? Seven? Eight? Now, 

I’m thirsty to learn about the world that I’d more or less ignored. 

Lunch comes and goes. I ask Stellon about the topics I come across 

in the pamphlets, and he eagerly answers every single question, excited by 

my enthusiasm. He tells me there are several women Farmers, mostly 

women who have lost their husbands, brothers, and sons to King Marcus’ 

cruelty. I begin to imagine a future for myself, fighting tyranny and 

helping other families, now that I do not have one of my own.  

Suddenly, it’s time for dinner, and it’s a rush to eat, bathe (while 

Stellon goes downstairs to talk with Hobb), and dress in the beautiful gold 

gown Madame Logun convinced me to buy. I make sure that the scar on 

my chest is well-hidden and style my hair plainly, since it will be under a 

veil. After pinching my cheeks and biting my lips to get some color on my 

face, I feel as ready as I’ll ever be, and head downstairs. 

Hobb whistles and Stellon stares at me. I had expected him to smile, 

or perhaps compliment me, but instead there’s an intensity in his eyes that 

makes me look down.  

“Well, aren’t you the little lady,” Hobb says, “You’ll definitely be 

able to make your way into Water Lily’s. It’ll be leaving that’ll be hard!” 

My apprehension must show on my face because Stellon suddenly 

snaps back to his normal self and says, “He’s jesting. He just means, 

you’re so beautiful that everyone will want to talk to you. Now, we best be 

on our way. I think Arden is in back waiting for us.” 



I put on the cloak I’d been carrying over my arm and follow him out. 

Arden looks even more handsome than the night before, fresh-shaven and 

wearing a sharp outfit that reminds me of the guards we’d had at the keep. 

A sword hangs from his belt. 

“Are you sure you can use that?” Stellon asks him, gesturing to his 

sword. Stellon isn’t wearing one, but I think he has more than a few knives 

stashed away on his person. 

“Of course,” Arden says, “I will be prepared to defend the lady with 

my life.” 

“With Luna’s blessing, it won’t come to that,” Stellon mutters, 

“Alright, remember the plan? You are Lady Rosamunde, and you are Carl, 

her personal guard. You will escort the Lady to Water Lily’s, where she 

was invited for an evening of tea and music. Arden, you will have to wait 

outside, since they do not allow men within, even guards. Once inside, you 

will tell the doorkeeper to take care, you’ve heard that Green Leaf Fever is 

plaguing some areas of town again. He will bow and escort you to a 

certain door, which you will not hesitate to enter. Inside will be your 

contact. I don’t know who he or she is, but you will give them this.” He 

gives me a soft leather purse. “You must wait at least half an hour before 

coming out, or you will look suspicious. Questions?” 

“Then, I escort the lady back here when all is said and done? Or 

might I be so bold as to take her out dancing?” Arden grabs my hand and 

kisses it, but I snatch it back. There’s a glint of anger in his eyes. 

“You will bring her back here,” Stellon says, “I’ll be watching, 

though you won’t see me.” We follow him to the end of the alley, where 

he motions us on ahead. A moment later, I look back, and he’s gone.  

Not quite sure what to do, I stand there until Arden places my arm on 

his and leads the way. “This way, m’lady,” he says. 

“Thank you, Carl,” I say. My heart is beating a bit fast, but it’s not 

the same as with Stellon. I’m feeling...fear. When I realize it, I just become 

even more afraid. But there’s nothing to fear. Arden is a trusted Farmer! 

Stellon wouldn’t have let him escort me if there were any real danger. It’s 

just that he keeps flirting with me. 

Once we get closer to the center of the city, the streets become much 

busier. There are plenty of other couples about, both lovers and ladies 

paired with their guards, like Carl and me. Many soldiers are also out in 

the city, some already drunk before it’s completely nightfall. My grip on 

Arden’s arm tightens as a group of soldiers saunters past us, but they only 

glance at us and move on. 

I feel Stellon’s eyes watching us and feel comforted, since I’ve seen 

him fight off multiple attackers before and know he is more than capable 

of rescuing us, if we need it.  



We come to a street lit by tall poles with lanterns at the top. Every 

single building also has lanterns, making the street almost as bright as day. 

It’s also loud! Music, laughter, shouting, singing, and all the sounds of 

many people enjoying themselves clamor in my ears. We stop at Water 

Lily’s, which looks much classier than its neighboring establishments. The 

fresh paint is a beautiful jade green, with light pink trim on the windows, 

the colors of a water lily. A memory of Lim giving me such a flower 

makes its way to the front of my mind and my step falters. I lean against 

Arden for just a moment, before we reach the door. 

Arden leaves me at the entrance, saying, “I’ll be waiting right here 

for you, m’lady. Enjoy yourself.” Then he nods and goes to stand with the 

other guards who have been barred from entering.  

An elderly man in a colorful suit greets me and I almost forget to tell 

him about the Green Leaf Fever. He thanks me for my concern, and I 

worry that I’ve told the wrong man, but there’s no way to check without 

drawing attention to myself. He takes my cloak and escorts me to one of 

the many doors.  

“Here is your private parlor,” he says, bowing. My heart pounds as I 

open the door. 

Inside is a man with dark hair and green eyes who looks very 

familiar. I reach for my purse and suddenly he has a knife pointed at me, 

ready to throw.  

“Hands up,” he says, and I immediately put both hands in the air. I 

knew it, I’m going to die! I’m about to yell for help when he asks, “What’s 

your name?” 

“R-rosamunde Brown,” I stammer, breathing quickly. He puts his 

knife down, cursing quietly.  

“They didn’t have to send someone so green,” he mutters, sitting 

down. “Tea?” he asks, all manners. 

“Please,” I breathe, reaching for my purse again, which I set on the 

table as I sit down. He scoops it up quickly and tucks his message inside. I 

stare at him. His brilliant eyes remind me of the pantercat, or perhaps it’s 

his narrow face and the way he moves. Surely, I’ve never seen anyone like 

him before, yet why does he look so familiar? He pours us each a cup of 

strange-smelling tea. 

“We might as well enjoy ourselves while we wait,” he says, lifting 

his face to speak to me. 

“Dagger?” I blurt before thinking, covering my mouth with my 

hands. He looks exactly like her! 

His eyes snap up, alert and dangerous. 

“How do you know about her?” he says quietly, “Do you know 

where she is?” 



“W-who are you?” I ask, “Her brother?” 

“That doesn’t matter,” he snaps, “Just tell me what you know, now.” 

I swallow, take a few shallow breaths, and think fast. I decide to tell 

him the truth, or as near to it as I can. 

“We traveled south,” I say, “Together. When we got to a place near 

Anders, she took off south on a Sandstallion. I don’t know any more than 

that!”  

He takes a sip of tea. I can tell he’s thinking, but I’m too scared to 

speak, drink, or do anything other than sit as still as possible. “Drink,” he 

says, so I do. The tea smells like flowers but tastes smooth and sweet, not 

quite what I expected. The difference between smell and taste confuses me 

at first, but then I start to feel calmer. 

“She’s my sister,” he says, “She disappeared weeks ago and we 

haven’t heard from her since. I’ve been searching while doing Farming 

business, but haven’t been able to pursue her. What’s your name?” 

“Rosamunde Bro—” I start to say. 

“Your real name,” he interrupts, “I won’t tell. You know mine. My 

surname anyway. My first name is Kevyn, but you can call me Knives.” 

Knives and Dagger. 

“You have to promise not to tell anyone,” I manage to say. He nods. 

“I’m Flora Delarosa.” His eyes widen a bit, but he doesn’t say anything at 

first. 

“I sense a long story here, much longer than we have time for. You 

have my deepest sympathies, though I do appreciate the information 

you’ve given me. In fact, I feel indebted to you. Here.” He hands me a 

small, white stone. “Get that to one of the Luna Sisters if you’re ever in 

trouble and I’ll be there as soon as I can.” He smiles at the confusion on 

my face, and disappears.  

I breathe a big sigh of relief and take a look around the room. Where 

could he have gone? I feel the wall, which is covered in black velvet, and 

discover the edges of what might be a door, but I can’t open it. So, I decide 

to finish the strange tea to help calm me down before heading back out.  

Somehow the doorkeeper anticipates my departure and is there to 

greet me as I open the parlor door.  

“How was your evening?” he asks as he escorts me back to the 

entrance and helps me with my cloak. There are a few small groups of 

women in the common area now, laughing quietly as they play some kind 

of card game. A couple of bards play in the corner and the sound of 

something like a guitar, but not as crisp, intrigues my ears. 

“Fine,” I say belatedly, my voice a bit too high, “The tea was 

delicious. What kind of brew was it?” 



“Yasmine,” he says, “From the Golden City. I’m glad you liked it. 

Please feel free to visit us again.” He hands me a little card, which I tuck 

into my purse. Arden is there waiting for me outside. 

“Did you enjoy yourself, m’lady?” he asks. 

“I did,” I say, more in control of my voice, “Let’s head back now.” 

We start going back the way we came from, but soon we’re 

somewhere I don’t recognize.  

“Carl,” I say, “I don’t like this way. Let’s go another.” 

“But the way is just at the end of this street, m’lady,” he says, 

attempting to reassure me. I’m not reassured. I can feel Stellon watching 

me again, which gives me some relief. Even if Arden is not taking me the 

correct way, I know I’m safe.  

We come to a dead end. On second glance, I notice a door in the 

wall. Tendrils of apprehension blossom within me as Arden opens it and 

motions me inside. I shake my head. 

“This is the way,” he says, “It’s safe. Come on!” I hesitate. It doesn’t 

look safe, not at all.  

Arden grabs my arm and pulls me inside, just as I hear Stellon shout, 

“No!” The door slams shut and Arden bolts it. The room is small and dark, 

but Arden knows his way around. I hear the sounds of a tavern close by 

and wonder if they can hear me scream. Before I can try, he clamps his 

hand over my mouth and pins my arms to my sides with his arm. I struggle 

with all my might, but it’s no good. Arden is much stronger than he looks. 

He kicks open a trap door in the floor of the room and starts to drag 

me down some stairs. I hear Stellon pounding away at the outside door and 

hope he can break in before...before… 

The room below the tavern is lit with some lamps. I see a bed in one 

corner, a little table in another. There are ropes hanging on the wall. Does 

Arden live down here? I struggle some more and manage to wrench my 

arm free, which I use to peel off his hand. 

“Stellon!” I manage to scream before something hits me in the head 

and the world goes dark. 

 

*** 

 

I wake up on the bed. Terrified, I rush to get up, but Stellon is there 

to calm me down as a wave of pain soars through my head. I groan. 

“Shh,” he says softly, “You’re safe now.” He gives me a cool cloth 

for my head and I look past him to see Arden tied to one of his chairs. 

I lie back on the propped up pillows and shut my eyes. “What 

happened?” I ask. 



“Well,” he starts, “I can’t exactly say what Arden intended for you, 

though there is a note here referencing the exchange of ‘goods’—possibly 

you.” 

Arden struggles and I hear muffled sounds coming from behind his 

gag. His pleasant features are distorted by rage. 

“What will happen to him?” 

Stellon shrugs, “What would you like to happen to him? He can’t be 

a Farmer anymore, not after this. I don’t trust him. No one else will, 

either.” 

I groan. I don’t want to think about this right now. “Whatever you 

were going to do to him, that’s fine with me. Try not to kill him, though. I 

don’t think he deserves death since, aside from a bad headache, I’m 

alright.”  

“If that’s your wish,” he gets up and I notice him grimace in pain, 

quickly hiding it. 

“Are you hurt?” I ask, concerned. The last thing he needs is another 

injury right now! 

“Oh I just banged up my shoulder a bit trying to get that door down. 

I’ll be fine. You, on the other hand, should get back to the inn so you can 

rest. Are you up for it?” 

“I think so,” I say, sitting up slowly. The room spins a bit but then it 

stops as Stellon helps me to my feet. I have to lean on him, but I can walk. 

“What about him?” I ask. 

“Leave him here, for now,” Stellon says, “After that, I think he’ll be 

taking a trip to the Golden City, or perhaps to Numar. Maybe even Jerta. I 

haven’t made up my mind yet.” 

We actually aren’t very far from the inn; just five minutes pass as we 

walk, slowly, back to Hobb’s.  

Hobb greets us at the back door. “What’s happened? Where’s 

Arden?” 

“Arden is tied up in his home at the moment, after he attacked Rosie 

and dragged her down to his hidey-hole,” Stellon says, helping me inside. 

I’m so very tired, I just want to lie down. “He hit her on the head, pretty 

hard, I’m afraid. Better call Doctor Rief over again.”  

Hobb goes out to fetch the stableboy while Stellon gets me upstairs. 

He takes my shoes off for me and, even in the state I’m in, I get a pleasant 

shiver up my spine as his hands brush my feet. Then, he eases me back on 

the bed and instructs me to stay awake until the physician arrives. I 

struggle to do so. 

I’m starting to doze off when Doctor Rief’s familiar face pops into 

the room. “Wake up!” he snaps. It’s surprisingly hard to open my eyes all 

the way. “What happened to her?” he asks Stellon flatly. 



“Arden,” he begins, “We were on a mission to receive a message and 

he was supposed to be her guard. I was following them in the shadows, 

just in case they got into trouble, but on the way back he dragged her into 

his room below Bogg’s—” 

“Ehm, I get the idea,” Doctor Rief interrupts, waving Stellon away as 

he comes over to me to get a closer look. “Hit yeh on the head, did he?” he 

asks me. I nod, or try to, but the room starts spinning again so I stop and 

shut my eyes. “Nope!” he shouts, “Open your eyes, I need t’look at ‘em!” I 

open them and he’s standing right in front of me, staring into my face. He 

holds a candle up to my eyes and I try to flinch back but he grabs my chin. 

“Be still, child. I’m making sure yeh don’t have any permanent damage.” 

He ehms and hmms for a bit while making me look up, down, right, left, 

and straight at his big, red nose. Eventually, he seems satisfied. 

“Well, ehm, there doesn’t seem to be any permanent damage, but I 

am concerned about how sleepy yeh are,” he says, sitting on the edge of 

the bed, “If you go to sleep tonight, yeh might not wake back up. Why 

don’t you have a few cups of coffee, both of yeh? Keep her awake until 

she no longer feels sleepy. Only then it’ll be safe for her to sleep.” Then, 

he bustles out again, efficient as ever. 

“I have to go deal with Arden,” Stellon says, “But Hobb will keep 

you company until I get back.” He moves to the door and prepares to 

leave, but stops and says, “I’m sorry this happened to you. If I’d never 

asked you to do it, then—” 

“It’s alright,” I say, staring at him, “You didn’t know what he was 

really like. If anything, I’m sorry I didn’t speak up about the ill feelings I 

had towards him earlier. It might have saved us all this trouble.” I try to 

smile at him, but wince instead. He smiles sadly back at me, then leaves.  

A few minutes later, Hobb comes up with two big mugs of coffee, 

one black and one creamy brown.  

“I like mine black,” he says, handing me the other mug, “I sweetened 

yours for you, hope you don’t mind.” 

“I like it this way,” I say, taking a sip. It’s hot!  

“So,” he says, “What do you want to talk about?” 

“My head hurts,” I tell him, “So you talk. About anything. I don’t 

care.” My head is throbbing and truthfully, the last thing I want to do is 

listen to Hobb rattle on, but I remember what Doctor Rief said about not 

waking back up.  That scares me more than the idea of listening to Hobb. 

“Well, let’s see here,” he begins, “What is there to tell about Hobb? 

Bah, that’s boring. Why don’t I tell you a story, instead? I used to tell 

stories to my grandchildren, before they were...well, never mind. Anyway, 

have you ever heard the tale of the Cat and the Thorn?” 



I have, but I tell him no. I brace myself for a horrible retelling of one 

of my favorite childhood tales, but end up laughing out loud many times, 

making my head hurt worse but my spirits feel better. Hobb is a much 

better storyteller than I imagined him to be, livening the tale with new 

personalities and little quips he invents along the way. The way Matilda 

had always told it, the cat befriends a mouse and the mouse removes the 

thorn from his paw. In Hobb’s version, the cat tries to get help from many 

different animals, animals that he had hunted before, who all refuse to help 

him. In the end, the cat has to limp home and is humiliated when his lady 

has to remove the thorn for him.  

Hobb just finishes the tale when Stellon walks in, looking grim.  

“Quite the appreciative audience, she is,” Hobb says appraisingly, “I 

have a mind to tell her more tales.” 

“Best not,” Stellon says seriously, “I have some things to talk about 

with her now.” 

“Alright, but don’t wear her out too much. She needs to stay awake, 

but she also needs to rest.” Hobb slowly gets to his feet and leaves us 

alone. Stellon takes off his cloak and sits in the chair Hobb had placed at 

the side of the bed. 

“I have some bad news,” he says, “Arden is dead.” The shock must 

show on my face, for Stellon covers my hands with his. They are warm. 

“How?” I exclaim, “I thought you said you were going to ship him 

off somewhere.” 

“That was the plan,” Stellon says carefully, “But when I tried to turn 

him over to a man I know who could’ve done the job, the King’s soldiers 

interfered and wanted to know what was going on. In the confusion, Arden 

made a break for it, but the soldiers ran him down. He knew, as everyone 

knows, you’re never supposed to run. Only the guilty run. He knew that.” 

Stellon shakes his head. 

“It’s not your fault,” I say firmly. I search for his eyes and he finally 

tilts his head up to meet mine. His eyes are sad, a muted gray. “Besides,” I 

continue, “What did he think would happen? He should’ve known he 

would get in trouble.” 

“You’re right,” he concedes, “I just feel surrounded by death, all the 

time. There’s no escape. And...he didn’t have to die. It’s such a waste.”  

I don’t have a response to that. Even if I did, I’m not sure it would be 

what he needs to hear right now. My head starts to buzz and I know the 

coffee is working. I also need to use the privy. I try to get up, but still feel 

a little dizzy. Stellon helps me to my feet.  

“I need a moment alone,” I tell him. He understands. 

“Will you be alright?” he asks. 



“I should be. Just stay outside the door and if you hear a shout or a 

thump, come in.”  

 

*** 

 

 “You need rest,” I remind Stellon a few hours later, “Go to sleep. I’ll 

be alright. I don’t feel sleepy anymore.” 

“That’s good,” he says, “That probably means it’s safe for you to get 

some sleep, if you can. Try not to lie on that lump, since that will just 

make it even sorer come morning.” 

Though I try to fall asleep, thoughts of Arden keep me awake. I 

relive what had happened, wondering where along the way I could’ve said 

something to Stellon, could’ve warned him what I was feeling. Is it my 

fault Arden is dead? Was he really going to hand me over to someone, in 

exchange for…what? Money? I breathe deeply to clear my head of these 

thoughts. It doesn’t matter what Arden had planned, since it didn’t happen.  

When the sun starts to rise, I finally fall asleep. Stellon had fallen 

asleep a few hours before me, his soft snores easily coming through the 

screen. They were strangely comforting. For the first time in days, Hobb 

doesn’t wake us up with a pounding on the door and an announcement of 

“Breakfast!” We wake after noon to the light tapping of Doctor Rief, who 

lets himself in. 

“I came to check on both of yeh,” he says, his hair sticking up extra 

far today, “Seems like Hobb has an infirmary up here, ehm! The way his 

guests need me, every day it seems. Yeh should’ve just come over to stay 

at the house, now that I think of it.”  

He examines me first, telling me to look at the light coming through 

the window and feeling my head. He asks me to stand up and tell him if I 

feel dizzy or light-headed, and I don’t. He asks me to spin in a circle and 

see if I can remain upright, which I can. 

“Good,” he says, “Yer on the mend. Just take it easy for a few days. 

No horseback riding or falling down the stairs.” I smile at him. 

Then, he examines the wound on Stellon’s chest. I can’t see what’s 

going on, but I can hear everything they say. 

“I know yeh didn’t heed my advice completely, young man,” Doctor 

Rief chides, “But yer lucky yeh healed up just fine. I’d still take it easy for 

a few more days. No romps in the rain or rescuing any other ladies.” 

Stellon chuckles.  

“Oh, I don’t plan on making any rescues for a while,” Stellon tells 

him, “But that’s just it—it’s never planned.”  



“All the same,” Doctor Rief insists, “Please take care of yerselves, 

wherever yer goin’ next.” And, like before, he’s gone just as quickly as he 

came. I hear Stellon get dressed and open the door. 

“I’ll meet you downstairs,” he says, “Hobb probably has some lunch 

for us.” 

 

  



Marcus 

 

 
Tap, tap, tap. They’re always tapping, always tip-toeing. But it’s not 

as bad, now, I remind myself. It was worse with her. Maids always 

tampering with her hair, every single day, maids dressing her every single 

morning. If I’d known the body of a man would be so much freer, I would 

have made the transition long ago.  

“Enter!” I snap from my writing desk, quickly covering my work. 

“His Royal Highness King Ragnar has passed beyond the Void, Your 

Majesty,” says one of the many faces that cross my path daily. I can’t be 

bothered to keep track of who. He hands me a message from one of my 

spies. More ridiculous rhymes! At least the message itself is favorable. 

“Excellent,” I say, causing the man’s eyes to widen, annoying me. 

This is a piece of news I’ve longed for, though now I have it I’ll need even 

more strength, to reach even further. I glance at the man, who is in good 

form. “Shut and bar the door, I have something private to discuss with 

you.” 

He nods his head and complies without question before standing at 

attention just a few paces from me. Too easy. My reach can extend 

hundreds of paces, but subtlety is necessary. With a flick of my wrist I 

send my shadow-reach to him and grip his throat, lifting him into the air 

with ease. In moments, he is unconscious, but most assuredly alive. They 

are better alive. 

I ensure the door is barred before feasting, for it wouldn’t do to be 

caught. There’s enough resistance to my reign already, the last thing I need 

is to be accused of being the monster I really am. I nip the man tenderly in 

the throat and sup up his blood. So warm, so rich. When he opens his hazy 

eyes and tries to realize what’s going on, I suck out his essence instead. 

It’s…invigorating. Though once that part is done, the rest of the meal is 

not as enjoyable.  

The queen had a hidden chute put in her chamber for the disposal of 

the bodies, not that I get to consume them often. It’s quite handy, really. A 

man in the dungeon does the rest. I believe he feeds the bodies to the 

prisoners, but it doesn’t really matter. The evidence is gone. 

 

  



49: Dagger 

 

 
Today. I wake with a sense of knowing that today Kali and I will 

start our journey to Adamantolis. I reveal this to Grammi during breakfast 

and am surprised by her lack of surprise.  

“I knew it would be soon, jara,” she says, “The Feast is close.” 

“When, Grammi? I need to know when!” 

She looks incredulous a moment, perhaps disappointed with my lack 

of knowledge, which is hardly my fault! Papi mentioned the Jertan Feasts 

rarely as it is, and he never gave a more specific date than ‘sometime in the 

summer’. 

“Midsummer, clara.” Of course.  

I don’t even know what day it is! How long have I been in Jerta? 

Grammi must see the panic on my face, for she pats my arm. 

“Do not worry,” She says, placing her hands on my shoulders, “You 

leave today. Jertans follow and rain from the sky.” Grammi says this with 

such certainty, it’s hard to doubt her.  

I’ve seen the beginning of The Feast, I remind myself, I cannot doubt 

myself, either.  

Nadine is in various stages of deconstruction when I exit Grammi’s 

tent. The wooden beams look like skeletons without the tents draped over 

them. A hot wind raises some bumps on my arms as I look around and see 

faces set with determination and hope. They believe a great wrong will 

soon be righted.  

“Where will they all go?” I ask Grammi. 

“Some will travel to tell other tribes it is time. They know, of course, 

but it is what they expect. Then, all who are fit for fighting will fly to the 

cursed city. Those not fit for fighting,” she gestures to herself and smiles, 

“We join each other and wait. We gather by the Waytrees and guard them, 

ask for their power to be given to you and our fighters.” 

“But aren’t the spirits evil? Why would they ever want to help us?” If 

they’re all like the spirit inside Marcus, I think ruefully, I’d rather the 

Jertans stay out of it. 

“No, not evil, jara,” she says, her brow furrowed in sadness, 

“Balance.” 

Her answer doesn’t satisfy me because I’ve seen what came out of 

the Waytree when it was cut down. Still, I do not want to argue with 

Grammi when I am leaving her so soon. 

Kali and Pitra spend some time talking quietly. It’s hard for me to 

give them privacy, some time together, when they’ve had years to grow 



close. But I do. I busy myself with repacking my belongings, which 

doesn’t take long at all. 

So, I wander around the camp and try to look like I have a purpose. 

The villagers, who have been too afraid to approach me since the day I 

collapsed in front of them, watch me warily, supposedly out of respect.  

Therefore, I’m surprised when a little Jertan girl runs up to me and 

stops a few feet away. She’s holding her hands behind her back and bites 

her lips together in apprehension. 

Instinctively, I sink to one knee to bring my eyes level with hers. She 

glances up shyly before staring hard at the ground. 

“Your name?” I ask her and she grins at my accent. 

“Suzi,” she says to the ground. Then, she whips her hands in front of 

her, and I see she holds a small bundle wrapped in shrub leaves, which she 

hands to me before darting away, leaving little footprints in the sand 

behind her. 

I hold the bundle in one hand, conscious of the many secret eyes 

watching me in the distance, and sit on the sand. I unwrap the gift carefully 

to show my respect and gratitude for it, even though I have no idea what to 

expect. 

The little bottle inside brings a smile to my lips, and a sigh from my 

watchers, a faint murmur on the wind. They are pleased, as I am.  

I uncork the bottle to sniff the contents, simply to confirm my 

suspicion. “Bark oil”, Papi always called it. The oil pressed from the bark 

of the desert shrubs. Incredibly versatile and useful, it can seal a small 

wound, relieve nausea, and clean weapons. It’s a thoughtful and 

meaningful gift.  

I pocket the little bottle and head back to the tent. 

 

  



50: Knives 

 

 
My emotions are a raging storm inside me. With every strike of my 

mount’s hooves against the gravel, a new emotion lashes out. Anger, 

excitement, frustration, hope, rage, agony. I can’t wait to see Freya again, 

yet I dread seeing her face, for it reminds me of how weak I have become.  

The meeting is over and I ride fast in the night, leaving my mind no 

time to think as I gallop down the road as fast as I can, a shadow on the 

wind. Of all the feelings thrashing inside, the dominant one is fear. 

 

*** 

 

My heart stops. Then, with a great effort, I breathe again as my heart 

thuds against the wall of my chest like a late strike of a mallet on a drum. 

Freya is safe. A coo from the crib means Rik is safe, too. The man on the 

ground, however, is quite dead. 

After her initial jolt of seeing me barge through the door, Freya drops 

her qama over the man and collapses onto her bed, hands shaking. She 

stares at the man on the floor, darkened eyes austere and unblinking in her 

alabaster face. I shut the door behind me and step gingerly over the corpse, 

which I identify as the groundsman. At this point, I can’t get any angrier at 

myself than I already am. But I can’t concentrate on that now. Freya is still 

in danger. 

As smoothly as I can, I squat in front of her and place my hands on 

her shoulders. Any sudden movements at this moment would send her into 

a panic, but if I don’t keep her warm, her body could shut down on her.  

“Freya,” I say quietly, then louder, “Freya.” She doesn’t 

acknowledge me. I ease her down onto the pillows and tuck the blankets in 

around her. Then, I find more blankets. I spare a sheet to lie over the dead 

man, to keep him out of sight. 

She should’ve been safe here, and she wasn’t. She should never have 

been left alone, and I left her. The last thing she needed, the very last 

thing, was this. What she had to do tonight might be the thing that pushes 

her over the edge and beyond the Void. But only if I can’t bring her back 

in time. 

I take a moment to check on Rik, who has quieted down in his bed. 

The paste is flaking off his chest but he seems alright for the moment. The 

room is warm and comforting for him, and he’s far too young to realize 

what almost happened to him. But Freya is not. 



After throwing some more wood into the fire, I put a hand on her 

cheek to find it much colder than I’d like. Far too cold.  

“Freya,” I try again, to no avail. I don’t want to wake Rik, whose 

cries would only make her worse at this point, not better.  

There are a number of things I would do to one of my brothers-in-

arms, but none I can do to her. I push them all aside and before I know it 

I’m peeling off my shadow garments soaked in sweat and fear and tossing 

them on the ground before crawling in under the blankets next to her. 

She’s only in her shift. 

At first she’s rigid and cold, unyielding in her state. But soon enough 

the heat from my body gets through to her, and she melts slightly. Just 

enough for our bodies to arrange more comfortably together. Just enough 

for my arms to fit around her, to warm her better.  

“Freya,” I whisper into her hair, her flame curls tickling my nose like 

they did that night long ago. No, not so long ago, I realize. 

At first, I think she won’t respond, but a few heartbeats later she says, 

“Mm.” So I say nothing more, not until she is ready. 

We don’t move. For hours, maybe, we remain as we are, entwined 

under the blankets, closer than I’ve ever been to anyone else. Not just 

physically close, but in such a way that I feel like when I move away from 

her I’ll be leaving a part of me behind. Because she can’t see my face, I let 

my eyes close as I mourn what can never be. I wish, absurdly, that I could 

go back to the point in time when I fell in love with her, and cut my heart 

out before then. All my training, all my swearing to the Luna Moon was 

for nothing. The scariest part, the part that dawns on me as I absently 

stroke her bare arm, is how vulnerable I suddenly feel. The sanest, safest 

thing for me to do would be leave as soon as I can. But that’s the coward’s 

way. 

 

*** 

 

“I’m alright now,” Freya says, moving out of my arms slowly. My 

hair is soaked with sweat, and Freya’s hair clings to her forehead as she 

turns her face toward mine. Her cheeks are flushed, presumably with 

warmth and not embarrassment, though it could be both. I roll out of bed 

and find myself pleased by her reaction to my nakedness. Her flush 

deepens remarkably as she averts her eyes. Another rule broken, but by 

now I’ve broken too many to count. 

“Are you well enough to discuss what happened?” I ask once I’ve 

laced my breeches. I’m well aware of my physique, since I’ve maintained 

it impeccably for the purpose of killing efficiently and staying alive, and I 

can feel Freya’s eyes darting to my back and away again.  



“Yes, I think so,” she sits up, pulling her knees to her chest under the 

blankets, “I’m sorry…I don’t know what happened.” 

“You wouldn’t have been aware of it, so, no need to apologize. It can 

happen to anyone under such circumstances.” 

She bites her lip, perhaps biting back what she was going to say. I 

give her time and pull a clean shirt over my head. 

“I was practicing, with my qama, you see. If I hadn’t been…there’s 

no way I could’ve been prepared for him. It was pure coincidence—” my 

ears perk up “—that I was holding my blade when he barged in. I didn’t 

even think, I just, I just—” 

“You did what you had to do.”  

“Yes.” She looks down at her clasped hands. “I can’t even tell you 

what happened, it all happened so fast. He moved to strike me, but my 

body just started moving. Then, he fell to the ground, dead, and you came 

in, and…and—” 

“Shh,” I say, raising my hands. Her own hands are in the air, paused 

from wildly accenting her story, “You don’t need to say anymore. Just 

rest. I’ll deal with him.” 

“But, won’t Lady Deljarra throw us out? Won’t we be arrested?” 

“You killed a man who was going to kill you. All you did was defend 

yourself. I doubt very much if Lady Deljarra would want justice for a man 

who was going to kill a young mother and her babe. Don’t you?” 

Freya doesn’t look at me, and instead leans back on her pillows.  

“I’m tired,” is all she says. 

“Then rest,” I say, sitting to put on my boots, “I’ll take care of this.” 

“You aren’t going to leave again, are you? Not like you have been?”  

“No.” I don’t bother her with The Feast or what will come after. That 

can wait. 

When Freya has settled back into bed, I lift the sheet to take stock of 

her would-be killer. However, I need answers that I can’t get from staring 

at his face. 

“I’ll be back in a few minutes,” I whisper, not sure she’s awake to 

hear. 

Then, I roll the man up in the sheet and Lady Deljarra’s beautiful, 

blood-stained rug and haul the man outside. Strangely, no one is around to 

notice. Perhaps it was this fellow’s turn to keep guard tonight. 

I take him out behind the barn and light a lantern to aid my search. I 

empty his pockets and take everything off him that could offer some clue 

of his motives. Then, I quickly examine each part of his body for some 

marking that could identify him as a member to some nefarious 

organization, such as the Red Hands or the Lace Gutters. Nothing. 



Clenching my teeth in frustration, I pocket the man’s personal effects and 

drag him to the neighbor’s pigpen.  

 

  



51: Flora 

 

 
A few days later, both Stellon and I are fully recovered and the king’s 

soldiers have finally moved out of the Crossroads, on their way to 

Adamantolis. They left behind them a few burned buildings, more than a 

few dead bodies, but many more broken hearts, or so the people of the city 

say.  

Stellon and I are finally ready to head to Malisheram. I washed all 

my clothes the day before and packed them tightly in the bag I bought, 

putting some dried meat, bread, and a few apples on top. Stellon carries a 

larger pack with his clothes, more food, and the sleeping rolls.  

“We can’t take horses,” he explains to me, “because everyone who 

goes to Malisheram travels on foot. I’m not sure if it’s a rule or tradition, 

but if you don’t want to stand out, we have to walk. Plus, even if we did 

want to ride, there aren’t any horses to be found. The soldiers bought up all 

the spare mounts.” 

“I wouldn’t want to ride one, anyway.”  

The day is bright when we set out, though there’s a chill in the 

morning that makes me glad I have a cloak to wrap myself in. I’m still 

uneasy about letting Stellon accompany me, but the truth is I welcome his 

company. I know from Arden’s attack that I’m not quite as strong as I 

thought I was, but I can’t help thinking it might have gone differently had 

my qama been with me. Stellon has his sword belted to his side and I saw 

him put a knife in each boot and a few tucked in secret places in his 

clothes. It’s hard to dismiss how prepared he is to defend himself, and me. 

Stellon says he’ll teach me how to use my qama properly. I have to 

swallow my apprehension because if I mean to kill the sorcerer, I have to 

mean it. There can’t be any room for doubt. He killed my entire family and 

everyone I know, I remind myself. He deserves worse than death.  

There are few others on the road, which suits us both. Other people 

might ask questions, which can lead to lies. The more lies we tell, the 

easier it is for us to get caught up in them. It’s better to just not talk to 

anyone at all. 

I decide to tell Stellon about Knives Musselupke, Dagger’s brother. 

He seems surprised, but not as surprised as I expected him to be. Then I 

remember that he had used the name “Brown” when we had stayed at 

Musselupke Keep. 

“You knew?”  

“I suspected Sir Musselupke was sympathetic to the Farmer’s cause, 

so I took a gamble,” Stellon explains, “He didn’t tell me much, just that he 



has a son who is involved. Then Dagger decided to travel with us, and I 

forgot all about the Farmers for a while.” 

“He doesn’t know where she is,” I tell him, “No more than we do. 

Though he was extremely grateful for the information I gave him about the 

Sandstallion. He gave me this as payment.” I bring out the white stone and 

hand it to Stellon. 

“I’ll be damned,” Stellon whispers, quickly handing it back to me 

and telling me to hide it, “Do you know what that is?” I shake my head 

‘no’, so he explains, “It seems our mysterious fellow is also a Luna 

Knight.” 

“What’s a Luna Knight?” 

“That thing he gave you is called a lunastone. I had my suspicions 

seeing Dagger fight…her skills seemed so familiar. Anyway, that’s beside 

the point, what’s important is that this Knives Musselupke is a very 

dangerous fellow and you’re very lucky that he’s indebted to you. Luna 

Knights guard the Luna Sisters and the temples. However, certain Luna 

Knights, such as Knives, have received special training, making them the 

most dangerous and thorough assassins in Delaterra. Keep that stone; it 

might someday save your life.” 

We stop for some lunch under an old tree. The day is warmer by 

then, so we roll up our cloaks and stick them on top of our bags. Then, it’s 

time for some qama lessons. At first, Stellon stands opposite me, 

demonstrating a few moves that can fatally injure an opponent. When he 

becomes frustrated with how I’m copying him, he moves to stand behind 

me, molding his body to mine and moving my arm for me. It does not 

escape my notice how perfectly we fit together, how every single part of 

my body that’s touching his feels more alive than the rest of me.  

I snap back to the lesson, moving as he moves until he’s satisfied and 

releases me. He looks a little troubled, but whether it’s because of my poor 

ability or because he’s feeling something too, I don’t know. He stands 

opposite me again, raising his knife. 

“Alright, now when you feint left—” he thrusts to his left “—pull the 

knife quickly to the right to slash them across the stomach. If you get deep 

enough, they will likely die, eventually. It’s a slow and painful death, 

though.” I mimic his move and he tells me to thrust faster, so I do until 

he’s happy. 

“Next, grab with your left hand and pull them into your knife. If you 

can get them right below the ribs, thrusting your knife up, there’s a good 

chance you’ll get the heart or lungs, which is a quicker death.” He moves 

toward me and I grab his arm, thrusting my sheathed qama into his belly. 

“Here,” he says, moving my hand and placing the qama higher, and a little 

more to my right. I glance up into his eyes, which are flickering with 



intensity. I step back, looking down. Don’t get your hopes up, I remind 

myself, it can never be.  

“Good,” he says a strange note in his voice, “Shall we move on?” I 

belt my qama, put my pack back on, and we head out again. 

A few hours before sunset, we come to a place where the gravel road 

ends and the packed dirt begins. There’s another one of those clearings 

like the ones we stopped at on the way to the Crossroad. Luckily, it’s 

empty.  

 

*** 

 

That evening, after dinner, Stellon says, “You know this is hopeless, 

right?” He’s looking at the fire. 

“Yes,” I say softly, “But I have to try. Wouldn’t you?” 

“I might,” he admits, “But only if I knew I actually had a chance of 

succeeding. He’s a sorcerer, Flora. He can kill you before you ever get 

close enough to draw your weapon. And even if you do manage to stab 

him, he’ll probably be able to heal himself with his power.” 

“I’m going to try,” I say firmly. I have to try. If I don’t, everyone will 

have died in vain. Why can’t he see that? “How much further is it?” I ask 

him. 

“We should reach the path sometime tomorrow. After that, we’ll 

have to hike up the mountain. Malisheram is at the top of the mountain, 

overlooking Myrtle Lake, or so I’ve been told.” 

“Who told you?” I ask. 

“My uncle. He’s a sorcerer,” Stellon answers, “Well, technically he’s 

my great-uncle.” 

“What!” I nearly shout, shocked, “Why didn’t you mention this 

earlier?” 

“I didn’t think it was important. Uncle Duncan rarely leaves 

Malisheram and prefers to keep to himself, poring over ancient lore alone 

in his study. He’s the last man who could be stirred to help you.” 

“But he could know the sorcerer that burned my home! Why didn’t 

you say anything?”  

He just shrugs and stares into the fire. 

“You shouldn’t let your hate consume you,” he says, “But I’m the 

last person who should be lecturing you on that. Yes, my uncle knows the 

sorcerer who did it. All the sorcerer’s know each other. The truth is you 

don’t know why he did it. Unless you try and talk to some of the other 

sorcerers first, you won’t ever know. My advice is that we sneak into the 

citadel and try to talk to my uncle, see if he knows anything. Surprise can 



get you far and might actually be the key to your success. If you still insist 

on following through with this.” 

“I do.” I pause, then say, “Just out of curiosity, what would you do if 

you were in my position?” 

“I’d live,” he says simply, “Any way I felt like. That’s the best way 

to avenge your family, by surviving. You managed to stay alive and thwart 

the sorcerer’s plan. If you fight him, you’ll just be throwing that away. I’ve 

said this before—I’m only helping you because I owe it to you. But just 

say you’ve changed your mind and I’ll take you back to the Crossroads, to 

wherever you want to go. Please, reconsider.”  

“I’ll think about it,” I say, turning away from him, my back to the 

fire.  

His words moved something inside me and for the first time I 

feel...doubt. What if he’s right? I wonder. No! another part of me insists, 

the shades of your family will haunt you forever if you do not avenge them! 

I put my hands over my ears, trying to drown out my thoughts. I sleep 

fitfully that night, dreaming that I turn away from my mission and run 

away with Stellon.  

 

*** 

 

The morning is gray and damp. I wake feeling very cold and am 

grateful to see Stellon feeding tinder to the sleepy coals. He gives me a 

small smile when he sees I’m awake, but it doesn’t reach his eyes.  

We break our fast on dry meat, dry bread, and water warmed over the 

fire. It doesn’t sit well in my stomach and makes me long for Hobb’s 

delicious cooking. My mouth waters while my stomach churns, so I try to 

think of something else. 

We’re the only ones on the road for a few hours, when we come 

across a goat herder driving his goats towards the Crossroads. Stellon and I 

get out of the way, but a pair of twin kids trots over and investigate us. 

They nuzzle our hands and chew on my skirt, thoroughly enjoying the pats 

we give them. I can’t help laughing! Stellon looks at me and smiles—he 

looks happy, too.  

With brightened moods, we continue our walking. Finally, Stellon 

stops. 

“There,” he says, pointing. I had missed the little statue entirely. It’s 

a stone bird perched on a tall tree stump, about level with my eyes. It has 

one wing extended, pointing to a path on the left that goes into the woods. 

“What kind of bird is that?” I ask Stellon. 

“A falcon,” he replies, “That’s the symbol of the sorcerers, who like 

to believe they are as keen of vision as the falcon, as well as swift. Some 



argue that their symbol should be an owl, my uncle one of them, since that 

bird represents mystery and wisdom.” 

The path is packed dirt and fairly bumpy. Not long after we leave the 

main road, we start to climb as the path zigs and zags up the mountain. 

Soon, I am out of breath.  

“We better stop soon,” Stellon says, taking a drink of water from his 

skin, “It would be dangerous to walk up here in the dark.” 

Like the main road, there are little clearings every few miles to 

provide travelers with places to rest. We set up camp in one of these. 

Stellon says we should practice fighting in the morning again, though he 

admits it won’t do much good.  

“You haven’t changed your mind?” he asks me. 

”No,” I reply, hardening my voice to hide the doubt that’s stabbing 

through my heart.  

That night I dream of the sorcerer. This time, when he looks into my 

eyes I do not go blind. Instead, I see a pair of black, soulless eyes that stare 

deeply back into mine, unraveling me from the inside. He smiles, his thin 

red lips stretching far apart revealing all his sharp, pointed teeth.  

His maniacal laughter echoes around me, coming from all directions. 

I cover my ears but it’s inside my head, too! The laughter gradually turns 

to screams of agony. My family! But no, it’s the sorcerer. His clothes are 

burning and his hair is burning, melting the skin on his face. He’s still 

laughing between screams. He reaches up a flaming hand, points his 

charring finger at me— 

I wake up. It’s so dark, I can barely see my hand in front of my face. 

I’m breathing fast and hard, trying to gain control, trying to slow down. It 

was just a dream, I think to myself. A dream. I force myself to breath 

slowly out my nose.  

There’s a scream in the distance. The hairs on my arms and the back 

of my neck stand up. I wait for it, knowing what will come next—the 

laughter. No!  

“No!” I yell, getting to my feet, as two things happen at once. Stellon 

wakes up, drawing his sword, just as someone smaller than me tightly 

grabs me around my waist, pinning my arms to my side. 

“Quiet!” a voice hisses. I’m about to protest, when I realize my voice 

is gone. I struggle hard, but almost immediately my body goes limp and 

the person eases me to the ground. 

“Who are you?” Stellon whispers, “Show yourself!” He’s pointing 

his sword at the person, who is shrouded in a cape. 

“Not here,” she says, “But hurry! You must hurry. Pick up the girl, 

I’ll get the rest of your things. We must hide!” 



For some reason, Stellon doesn’t question her. He bends to pick me 

up as she makes a swooping motion that packs all our belongings into a 

single bag, which she carries. A sorceress! I should’ve known. 

She scurries into the woods and Stellon follows her. No! I want to 

shout, Stop! She’s one of them. But the spell she put on me silences and 

immobilizes me. Stellon’s sure feet carry us swiftly through the dark as we 

snap twigs and sweep through limbs. Speed, it seems, is more important 

than silence. Even if I could see, I would have no idea where we are.  

After half an hour or so, just when Stellon’s breathing starts to get 

ragged, the woman leads us into a cave in the side of the mountain. We go 

deep inside, twisting and turning, ducking and bumping our way through 

with only a faint glow of strange plants on the walls to light our way. More 

than once Stellon bumps my legs or head on something and mumbles an 

apology.  

Finally, we stop. The woman hisses a word and the world is bright 

again as she floats a ball of fire just above her hand. I see her eyes gleam 

beneath the brown hood of her cape. 

“I will lift the spell on you,” she says, “But you mustn’t speak, you 

mustn’t run. I have some important things to tell you. Understand?” I can 

move my head, so I nod ‘yes’.  

She jerks her left hand to the side and I can move again. I get slowly 

to my feet. 

“Who—” I try to ask her, but she cuts me off. 

“Silence!” she hisses, “And I will tell you.” She throws the pack she 

had been carrying in the air and within moments, all of our belongings 

arrange themselves neatly in a circle around a little pile of stones. She 

pours the fire out of her hand and onto the stones, which ignite! I shrink 

back. She glances sharply at me, and then takes a seat, crossing her legs 

like a child. Stellon and I sit slowly down.  

“You are lucky I found you first,” she says, putting her hood down. 

Her gray hair is pulled away from her face in many tiny braids. Her dark 

eyes are shrouded by a wrinkled brow, her mouth is shrewd, her cheeks 

sallow. “If they had found you first, you’d be in the dungeon by now.” 

“Who—” Stellon tries to ask. 

“Hsst!” she warns, “I’m getting to it. You are looking for your uncle, 

yes?” Stellon raises his eyebrows, surprised. She turns to me. “And you 

are looking for Ignizio. He is likely dead by now. He was the one 

screaming earlier.” 

I’m shocked. Dead? How can I kill him if he’s dead? “No,” I say, 

shaking my head violently, “He can’t be! I—” 



“Silence! If you cannot be silent, I’ll put the tongue-binder on you 

again!” With great effort, I shut my mouth. Inside, it feels like someone is 

squeezing my heart, hard. I almost miss what she says next. 

“As I was saying, you’re lucky I found you first. Most of us have 

been...bought by the king, for lack of a better word. Ignizio was one of 

them. He was ordered to burn Delarosa Keep in order to silence The 

Thorn. Your Uncle, Stellon, still remains true to his path, but he is being 

watched constantly. He cannot meet with you now, since a deviation in his 

routine would surely alert them of your presence. Inside Malisheram is 

some of the King’s Guard. Officially, they’re there to protect us, but in 

reality they have been placed there to ensure we cannot leave, except on 

the king’s business. Essentially, we’re prisoners. Except me.” She takes a 

sip from a flask she keeps at her waist. “Now, I’ll allow each of you a 

question. Stellon first.” 

“Why are you outside Malisheram?” he asks, “Is—” 

“A single question,” she repeats, “I have been roaming for quite 

some time now. Your uncle has been keeping me informed. In fact, that’s 

what kept me from returning!” She spits to the side in disgust. “I’m only 

here now because he wants to leave.” 

I think about what I want to ask.  A hundred things come to mind, but 

there’s only one thing I have to know right now: “The sorcerer who burned 

my family, Ignizio, is he truly dead?” 

“Yes,” she says, “He is. Or as good as. I know what you had set out 

to do, I don’t blame you for that, but now you must let it go. There’s a new 

threat to pay attention to.” She cocks her head to the side, as if listening to 

something, then gets up. “I know you have many more questions, but I 

have to go now. Please, wait here. It’s safe. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 

She vanishes. 

“Where did she go?” I ask Stellon, “How can she just disappear like 

that?” 

“It’s what they do,” he says, distracted. “Do you want to wait here?” 

“She said it was safe,” I say, “And there’s no point in going 

anywhere else. The reason we’re here is dead.”  

Stellon doesn’t say anything to that. He just stares into the fire. How 

does it keep burning? The fire dances on the stones, continuously moving. 

It feels hot, but there’s no smoke.  

“We should’ve asked where we are,” I say, “I don’t think we could 

figure out how to leave, even if we wanted to.” 

“We’re beneath Malisheram, I think,” Stellon says, lying down, “We 

might as well try to get some sleep.” He turns his back to me.  

Sleep? I think, how can I sleep? The purpose that’s been driving me 

forward the past few months is suddenly gone, ripped from me by 



someone I don’t even know. I feel so lost as I stare into the strange fire, 

empty and alone. Even Stellon wants nothing to do with me now.  

I think over what the sorceress had said, about Ignizio being ordered 

to kill The Thorn. Those pamphlets I was reading were written by a person 

who called himself that. My father’s name was Thornton Delarosa.  

In an instant, it feels like my stomach is being ripped right out of my 

middle as I realize my father was one of the most important people in the 

rebellion, and I had no idea! He was the one who wrote those pamphlets! 

The king ordered that evil sorcerer to burn down my home and kill my 

entire family in order to silence my father. Well, he failed. There’s one 

Delarosa he won’t silence! 

I contemplate my future for hours until I finally fall asleep. I feared I 

would have horrible dreams about the sorcerer and the fire, but, strangely, 

I awake completely refreshed and at peace. Some kind of realization came 

to me during the night and I’m glad I won’t have to kill Ignizio. There’s 

something else I can do, something much bigger, to set things right.  

“Stellon,” I say, knowing I should tell him this, “You were right. It’s 

better to go on living. I mean, I don’t have much of a choice now, since 

Ignizio—” the name tastes like ashes in my mouth “—is gone, but I 

understand what you were saying yesterday. I just...I don’t know where to 

go now.” 

He smiles at me, but before he can say anything, the woman from last 

night reappears. 

“You can start by visiting Stellon’s uncle,” she says, “Quickly now. 

Grab hold of me.” She holds out both hands and each of us grabs one. 

Then, we’re pulled through a black cloud of what feels like pudding and 

appear inside a cozy stone chamber. There’s a fireplace with a normal fire 

in it, and tables with stacks and stacks of papers, books, bones, and too 

many odds and ends to count. A big, frazzled-looking gray-haired man 

looks up from his reading, his eyes magnified by the glass discs he wears 

on his face. Spectacles, I recall.  

“Ah!” he says, stroking his long, fuzzy beard, “Stellon!” He gets up 

and embraces Stellon. “Good to see you, boy.” 

“You as well, Uncle Duncan,” Stellon says, “It’s been too long.” 

“Well, I haven’t been able to leave this cursed place for far too long, 

except on ‘king’s business’,” Duncan grimaces, “Which reminds me of a 

few things. We don’t have much—er—time, so I have to make this brief. I 

know you’re involved with the Farmers, which is good. There are dark 

powers at work here, evil tendencies that have awakened in King Marcus. 

You must strike sooner rather than later, kill Marcus and end the tyranny! 

You know this. What you do not know is that I believe you’ve broken the 

family curse! Yes. I’m not sure how or when, but I think it was rather 



recently. Well done. You—” he looks at me, “—anyone here can tell 

you’ve been under a transformation curse. Ah, yes. You managed to break 

it yourself, good. But, I’m afraid, it changed you, yes?” 

“That’s what Lim said,” I tell him, wondering how he knows what he 

does, “I believe it’s true. I feel...older, and my body is not exactly how I 

remember it.” I’m ugly, I remind myself. 

“Lim, hmm? She’s still swimming about down there? Interesting. 

Well, yes, I’m afraid that happens. The longer you’re in the animal form, 

the more like the animal you become. But, I’m happy to say, remembering 

your true self is a much better way—yes!—to break such a curse. Well 

done to you as well.” 

“Uncle,” Stellon begins, “What do you mean when you say I broke 

the curse? That I can fall in love now?” 

“Aren’t you in love already?” he asks, hairy eyebrows drawing 

together as he looks incredulously at his nephew. Stellon flushes crimson. 

I’m shocked! He’s in love? I sit down on a chair covered in papers. I told 

you not to get your hopes up! I told you, I told you! His uncle looks 

confused, his head moving from side to side as he looks at us, saying, “But 

I, but I don’t understand! Aren’t you two—” 

“Time to go!” the sorceress reappears suddenly, grabbing mine and 

Stellon’s hands. 

“Madge, wait!” Duncan says, but we’ve already gone through the 

black pudding, back into the cave. 

“That was close,” Madge says, “Another minute and they would’ve 

caught you. Well? What’s the matter with the two of you?” Stellon is not 

looking at me and I’m trying not to look at him. He loves somebody else, I 

keep thinking over and over. Who? Dagger? The midwife? Some woman I 

don’t even know about, most likely.  

Madge interrupts my thoughts, saying, “I can take the both of you to 

a safe place off this mountain, but after that you’re on your own. Pack up 

your things how you like, unless you want everything arranged to my 

liking, which you won’t. Hurry up!” she snaps, “I can’t stay here forever! 

Luna’s handbasket, what is wrong with young people these days?” 

Still not looking at each other, we start to pack up our bedrolls and 

belongings. Within minutes, we’re ready to go. Madge takes our hands 

again. She bends over the fire and with a little puff! she blows it out. The 

same feeling in my stomach happens as we’re pulled through the 

blackness. A moment later, I open my eyes and we’re on the little beach 

where I broke the curse. Not here! I think. Madge lights a fire in the cave 

and disappears again without a word. 

 

  



52: Dagger 

 

 
Kali and I ride again to The Dock, but we are not alone. The two 

women fighters, Rami and Skai, and a few older men ride with us. We left 

Grammi with the others who were too young or old to fight. Rami and 

Skai have the furthest to go and will ride south as fast as they can, to reach 

the Zanda tribe. I wish I’d had time to practice with them, but there’s 

nothing I can do about it now. Any new techniques will have to come from 

Kali, a prospect that sets my teeth on edge.  

The women eat a meal with us at The Dock and ride on. They have a 

lot of ground to cover if they are to reach the southern tribe in time. If all 

goes as planned, we might see them in Adamantolis, with hundreds more 

Jertans. 

Mak has prepared a larger zepelin for us this time, which we stock 

and arrange to our liking. The journey to the Royal City could take up to a 

week, depending on the winds, and the larger ships have bigger sails to 

make them faster. The basket is about twenty feet long and ten feet wide, 

with a sleeping area in one end that can be shaded with a covering of dark 

sandsilk during the day. Kali shows me how to expand the sails and makes 

sure I know how to bring them in quickly. He shows me how to drop the 

woven mesh cover that will conceal us during the day while we moor at 

the tops of trees, since we will sail only at night, using the stars to 

navigate. The element of surprise is key to our success, so not one 

Delaterran can see a Jertan ship fly through the air before The Feast. 

With some awkwardness, Kali lifts a small trap door in the bottom of 

the basket to demonstrate where we may relieve ourselves in flight. I roll 

my eyes at him, annoyed at his embarrassment. We have more important 

things to worry about then where we’ll piss! As usual, he ignores my 

attitude and moves along to other features, lifting hatches and loosening 

straps to demonstrate shelves, seating, and storage. In a moment of 

preoccupation, I forget my feelings towards Kali and smile at him. His 

brow furrows in response, which restores my natural scowl.  

“Why are you even coming with me?” I ask sharply, not able to bite 

the question back like I have ten times before. 

“You know why,” he responds, his back to me, “It was in your 

vision. Even if it was not, Pitra would want it this way. She thinks I should 

look after you.” 

“You look after me?” I snort, “Hardly.” 

“Who found who in the desert?” He asks, tying a bedroll down 

tightly. 



I grind my teeth so hard together my jaw aches. Of course, he 

reminds me of the one time I needed help! A number of scathing retorts 

press against my lips, but this time I hold my tongue. It would only give 

him satisfaction, which I could not bear. So, I hop out of the basket and 

make my way to Mak’s tent for a bite to eat. 

 

*** 

 

Dinner is full of a joyful optimism I can’t quite share. My only 

satisfaction comes from Kali’s lack of a smile, too. Good. The journey 

may be uncomfortable for the two of us, but at least it’s something we can 

agree on. 

The Nadine men that came with us today, eleven in all, meet with 

Mak. They will prepare the rest of the ships for the Jertans, who will arrive 

in the coming weeks. By early evening, all of our belongings are stowed 

away on the ship, secured tightly against the sides. We have food and 

water for over ten days, just in case, but the journey could take as few as 

four days.  

When the moon rises, Kali and I board our ship and rise into the 

night sky. My smile stretches across my face, tensing muscles I’m not used 

to using. Since it’s dark, and there’s no one except Kali to see, I let myself 

enjoy the moment, just once. The sky is clear and there are a thousand, 

thousand stars twinkling in the sky as we sail through the air, a whisper on 

a breeze.  

“You should rest,” Kali says from the other end of the basket, 

breaking my reverie. 

“But you said we fly during the night and rest during the day!” 

“Yes, but unless you would rather share the sleeping area with me, 

you had better sleep now. Then, you can keep watch during the day while I 

rest.” 

Oh. My nose wrinkles at the thought of sleeping next to Kali. I don’t 

tell him he’s right as I crawl into the sleeping area, a fabric cave in the end 

of the basket.  

Besides, I think as I yawn widely, I do need to rest. 

 

*** 

 

The sound of ropes tightening wakes me. It’s still fairly dark in the 

sleeping area, thanks to the sandsilk, otherwise I would’ve woken with the 

sun. I peek out to see Kali knotting the ropes on the side of the basket. A 

flash of green and crimson makes me crawl out quickly and hop to Kali’s 

side, rocking the basket sharply. 



“Stop moving!” he snaps, “You will damage the tree.” 

“A Waytree?” I ask, though it couldn’t be anything else. 

“Of course. Did I not say we moor during the day?” 

I don’t respond. Instead, I peer over the edge at the top of the tree. 

Another leaf catches a gust and floats up within reach. I caress it with one 

finger, marveling at the silky toughness. The leaf is easily longer than I am 

tall, and bright green with crimson lines tracing the huge veins. I count 

twenty-four leaves sprouting from the top of the long stalk, much fewer 

than I imagined.  

“Why are there so few leaves?” 

“They do not need many to sustain themselves, not when they are so 

large. Besides, the beings inside act as the tree’s heart.” 

“The Nameless Ones.”  

“Mm.” 

We spend a few moments in introspective silence. I am in awe of the 

leaves, and even though Kali has seen them before, the leaves themselves 

seem to command a sort of reverence. Kali doesn’t break the silence. One 

moment he stands at my side, the next he moves away and crawls into the 

sleeping cave. The basket shifts slightly beneath my feet as he settles in 

and drapes the dark cover over the opening. 

My full bladder suddenly awakens with urgency. With only a little 

nervousness, I open the hatch to relieve myself and apologize to the tree in 

case any of my water hits it. It’s only after I rearrange my clothes that I 

realize Kali did not place the covering over the ship. Perhaps he thinks 

there won’t be anyone to see us out here in the desert. I finger the ties that 

hold the covering in place, but decide to leave them as is. Even though 

Kali rubs me the wrong way, and I can’t exactly figure out why, I’ve come 

to realize that he’s a very purposeful and competent person. 

It’s because he rescued you. The thought hops into my head like a 

wayward locust and sits on my brain, wings chirping. Because he’s 

sleeping, and because there’s nothing to keep watch for, not really, I have 

plenty of time to dissect this notion.  

I nearly died out here two weeks ago, I realize that. As much as I’d 

like to blame the vision and Zephyr running away because of it, I can’t. 

The injury to my ankle and my lack of preparation to deal with the 

possibility of losing my horse are completely my fault. Stellon had told me 

not to confuse skill with luck, and I have a belated realization that I, at 

some point, must have done exactly that. At least Kali is not awake to 

witness this realization. 

If he hadn’t come across me when he did—no, if Zephyr hadn’t had 

the instinct or smarts to travel on his own to Nadine, and if Kali hadn’t had 

the inclination to see what had happened to Zephyr’s rider, I’d be dead by 



now. My fist tightens on the edge of the basket as I wrestle with the 

unfamiliar feelings inside—shame and gratitude.  

That’s why I can’t stand Kali. Not only did he witness my greatest 

moment of weakness, he rescued me from it. He’ll never forget it, nor will 

I. It will always be there between us, his triumph and my mistake. I close 

my eyes and breathe deeply, willing my shame to disappear on the breeze. 

Of course, it doesn’t. 

I turn my gaze to our surroundings. Sand stretches as far as I can see 

in any direction, giving us great visibility but nothing interesting to study. 

Except the tree. I peer over the edge again and cradle my face in my hands.  

“I found one, I found one!” I shouted to Knives so long ago. He was 

far too old to play with me, I know that now, but that never bothered him.  

“You found a Wayleaf? In Delaterra? Lucky you!” He’d marvel at 

the ordinary yoak leaf, inspecting it intensely as if it really were a magical 

leaf straight out of a tale. “You know what they say: you’ll live to be two 

hundred years old now, maybe even three hundred!” 

“You will, too! You found it with me!”  

Whether it was a memory or a vision of the past, it’s gone now. I 

reach down and stroke the giant leaf again. Any desire I ever had to pluck 

one for Knives vanished the day Zastara shared her wisdom with me. The 

magic of the Waytrees I thought I knew as I child is dark now, tainted with 

the knowledge of the evil inside of Marcus.  

The leaf seems to pulse beneath my finger, responding to my caress. I 

snatch my hand back and settle into the basket, trying to calm my racing 

heart. I tell myself it’s just a tree, but my mind reminds me it’s so much 

more. I lean over the edge cautiously and the same leaf reaches up to me 

again. My hand stretches out and grasps the edge of the leaf and the tree 

seems to sigh as the leaf detaches. I almost let it go in surprise before my 

other hand catches it, too, for it’s longer than I am tall. I pull it into the 

basket and roll it up tightly before I hold it close against my heart. 

For whatever reason, the tree gave part of itself to me. Perhaps it 

knows what we intend to do and wishes to aid us somehow, not that I 

know what to do with the leaf now I have one. I wrap the leaf in a skin and 

bind it in three places before securing it in my bag. Kali might know what 

to do with it.  

 

*** 

 

The sun sets, a giant red globe sinking beneath the distant sands. Kali 

woke a few hours ago and prepared a meal for us of dried fruits and meats 

with a flat, tacky bread. It’s similar to Delaterran waybread, but the oils 



and spices the Jertans use give it much more flavor than the hard rolls I ate 

on my way to Nadine.  

Gently, Kali unties the knot anchoring us to the great tree. Kali 

whispers a word of thanks as the rope slips around the trunk and we float 

away. He waits until we’re well clear of the tree before swinging the sails 

out, which billow with an evening gust that pushes us north, towards the 

mountains. 

“Will we reach them tomorrow?” I ask Kali. 

“No. We will need to moor at the last tree at dawn, then we will sail 

through the mountains tomorrow night. You should rest now.” 

“I will, in a little while.” I somehow refrain from telling him he can’t 

tell me what to do. A child’s reaction. “There’s something I need to tell 

you first. I was looking at the leaves after you feel asleep when one, well, 

reached for me. I grasped the edge lightly, but then the tree seemed to just 

give me one of its leaves. I thought I heard it sighing, but it was probably 

just the wind.” 

“The tree gave you a leaf? Can I see it?” 

I pull it out of my bag and hand it to him. “I rolled it up to keep it 

safe. Do you know what I could use it for?” 

“I do not. If it happened as you say, then I believe you will know 

what to do with it, when the time comes.” He strokes the leaf tenderly 

before handing it back to me. “That leaf is worth your life if you have to 

choose between them.” 

“I know.” Instead of putting it back in my bag, I take it into the 

sleeping cave with me. Maybe it will send me a dream with some clues to 

its purpose. 

 

*** 

 

It’s almost as if I watch the moment happen, the moment from my 

vision, rather than participate in it. But here I am, resting my hands on the 

rough edge of the basket and smiling at Kali as we moor at the top of a 

giant yoak tree just as the dawn creeps across Delaterra.  

“Tomorrow we will reach Adamantolis,” Kali says in the haze, “You 

are sure this is the correct path?” 

“As sure as I can be, yes,” I reply. The silence stretches, and I find 

myself asking what Kali would do if he was in my place.  

“What else could I do? If your vision leads you to Adamantolis, then 

that is where you go.” 

I should’ve expected such an answer.  

“Why do you hate me so much?” I ask, before I can bite my tongue. 

But the words are spoken, and I can’t draw them back into myself, so I 



wait to see if he’ll reply. The silence stretches almost to the point where 

I’ll say “never mind”, but the moment before my mouth opens, Kali 

speaks. 

“I do not hate you.” He stops, but I know there’s more, so much more 

he’s kept inside. I wait in silence, knowing one wrong word will close him 

up again. My patience is rewarded. “Pitra may have told you how I came 

to live with her. It happened about ten years ago, when I was a boy. We 

got new information and thought we would try to rescue our long-lost 

Jertan brothers again. But it was a trap. My father and older brothers told 

me not to come, but I followed anyway. Just when we made it to the pass, 

we were ambushed. My family was killed before my eyes. A spear caught 

me here—” he opens his vest and shows me the long white scar, flashing 

white from hip to rib. 

“My mount sprinted me away. I almost died, but Pitra nursed me 

back to health. I wished so many times that I had died, but Pitra would not 

allow that. Since my own mother died at my birth, I had no one except 

Pitra to care for me. At first, I hated her, so much, because her son was one 

of the lost. It was partly her fault that we went on that mission, you see. In 

my mind, I could blame her and was justified in doing so. Since that day, I 

have had such warring feelings—honor-bound to restore our lost brothers 

to their homes and families, anger because I was too little and weak to 

save my family, guilt for resenting Pitra, her son, and all else who got 

captured, and gratitude, for being alive now and actually capable of 

helping. So no, I do not hate you. But now you understand, because your 

father is the reason mine is dead.” 

In the back of my mind, since the day I saw the massacre of Kali’s 

family in Zastara’s vision, I think I suspected this. I want to respond, but 

before I can even think of what to say, a vision tugs at my mind urgently. 

Since I’ve taken to carrying the mirror in a pouch on my belt, I can access 

it quickly. I lean my back against the edge of the basket and hold the 

mirror in such a way that it catches as much light as possible. Then, I let 

the vision come. 

Kali ties his ship to the top of a familiar great yoak tree—at my 

home! He tosses over a rope ladder and climbs down, a complicated look 

on his face as he surveys the yard. I blink and now he’s talking to Papi in 

the library. Papi has a large stack of papers next to him and gestures to 

them with a bittersweet smile. I see Kali and Papi, along with everyone in 

the household, writing furiously as they copy the papers. The papers that 

will fall from the sky. Kali and Papi carry dozens of stacks, bound in 

twine, into Kali’s ship.  

I exhale and let the vision fade.  



“What did you see?” Kali asks. Perhaps he’s making an effort to be 

more congenial, for his voice isn’t as hard as it normally is.  

“You and my Papi. Working together. It must be after you take me to 

Adamantolis, because I did not sense myself in the vision. I think you need 

to travel on, alone. My keep is north of Adamantolis.” I bring out my 

journal and charcoal. “Here, I’ll draw a map. If you fly low enough, you’ll 

see that our drive is lined with some familiar plants.” 

“I see.” The hard edge in his voice has returned. Unfortunately for 

him, this chases away any sympathy I felt earlier. 

“You’ll just have to accept it!” I snap, “Didn’t you say, moments 

ago, that you’re grateful for being alive and capable? Well, I just saw you 

helping Papi! Besides, you don’t know a thing about him or what he went 

through. Maybe you won’t resent him so much once you get to know him 

a bit. Maybe. Until you actually meet him and hear his side of the story, 

can you please put aside this…this hostility and think of the bigger issue?”  

Kali doesn’t respond. He simply looks away, into the distance. I feel 

deflated, my piece said, so I give up after a few minutes and lay down in 

the sleeping cave for some privacy. A few hot tears escape as I recount the 

unfairness of it all. 

 

  



53: Knives 

 

 
By morning, Freya is mostly recovered from the shock of the night 

before. She does not mention our moment of intimacy, and neither do I. 

Seeing how close to death she came made me realize, completely, how 

deep my feelings are for her. But, her possible reception to my feelings 

was also made clear—she’s not ready; she may never be. That has to, and 

will be, enough for me. 

I organized the groundsman’s belongings and examined them while 

Freya slept. Focusing on this provided a necessary distraction, but it also 

yielded the answers that eluded me hours before. The man was a spy or, at 

least, he was working for one. Why there would be a spy here, in a birthing 

house, is beyond logic. Then again, logic hasn’t been one of Marcus’ 

strengths. 

The reason does not matter, only that we will need to leave soon. The 

groundsman will be missed before long. Hopefully, the pigs did their job 

and got rid of him. Then, Lady Deljarra can truthfully say he went missing. 

 

*** 

 

Freya does not ask why we need to leave in a hurry. She’s silent as 

she bundles up her and Rik’s few belongings, though her lips press 

together in frustration.  

She bundles Rik in a sling to keep him secure against her breast, 

since she has to ride in front of me to Burrowfield on the horse I rode here 

last night. There, we can hire a cart or small wagon for the rest of our 

journey.  

Where will we go? Since the Master left us, and there’s no one else 

on this side of the country I trust enough to protect Rik and Freya, we’re 

traveling together. It’s probably foolish, but necessity calls.  

“Freya,” I say, startling her, causing her to drop the linen she was 

rolling. “I want to tell you the plan, and ask your opinion.” My desire to 

seek her counsel surprises me, but not as much as it surprises her. 

“But, doesn’t that go against your orders? Aren’t you sworn to 

secrecy?” 

“Yes,” I say carefully, “But you are a part of that secret. I’d rather 

you know what I know right now than head off again leading you blindly. 

We should speak before we leave.” 

She understands, and stops packing for a moment, giving me her full 

attention. 



“We need to go to Adamantolis.” Her eyes widen in disbelief. “I 

know it’s a terrible place. We don’t need to actually go into the city—near 

it should suffice.” 

“Isn’t that where Marcus is? Won’t that be dangerous?” 

“He will be, soon. He and the army are heading there now. With any 

luck, we should keep well behind them. As for danger…danger is 

everywhere. Safety is only an illusion. Besides, the Master of Shadows 

should take care of Marcus soon enough. Perhaps then, we’ll know what 

true safety feels like.” 

“Hm.” She bites her lip, and I wait for her to speak. “The truth is, I 

feel lost. I’ve felt lost ever since I left my home with you…how long ago 

was it? I can’t even recall. This isn’t my home country, and some of the 

customs are strange. But, that’s not what makes me uneasy. Unlike Numar, 

here there is a current of…fear. I’ve sensed it since the moment we got off 

the ship in Westport. I’ve often wondered if it’s my mind playing tricks, if 

I only feel it only because I think I should. Yet, you’ve been so careful to 

make me feel at ease, to make sure I’m comfortable. With you, I feel safe, 

even if it’s only an ‘illusion’. 

“It seems like things have gone wrong at every step—Rik is much 

younger than you thought, your sister went missing, I took ill, then Rik 

took ill…now, the Master is gone and it’s just the three of us, not how it 

should be. I don’t know where we should go or what we should do for the 

time being. All we can do is wait. You can judge better than I where best 

we can do that.” 

 “So, you trust me?” 

“Yes. In fact, you’re the only part I trust in all this.” 

Her answer both pleases and troubles me. She’s right, of course—

many things haven’t gone according to plan since we decided to steal Rik 

away from his home.  Have they been signs that our decision was wrong? 

Or, were they tests? Mayhap we’re reading too much into it altogether, and 

it’s far too late to undo what we’ve done.  

“We’ll settle outside of Adamantolis. I bet there’s a modest country 

home we can purchase or rent, for the time being. There, we’ll be close 

enough to the city to keep informed of Marcus’…health.” Freya smiles. “I 

can’t claim to know the best path for us. It’s quite possible this is the 

wrong path, but my gut says that’s where we should go, and my gut hasn’t 

ever led me into mortal danger. Not yet, anyway.”  

“We’ll be fine,” Freya says, and it’s odd to think she’s the one trying 

to reassure me this time.  

We’re ready to leave shortly after breakfast. Rik looks much better, 

even though we’ve only been above ground a short while. The open air can 

only be good for him, so long as it doesn’t rain.  



Master of Shadows 

 

 
My early memories of this form are vague. I couldn’t think in the 

terms I can now, for I didn’t have a form to think around. I can recall the 

sensation of vastness, as well as disorientation. For so long, being 

contained within, it was exhilarating to extend myself without. I almost 

spread out too far and lost what I hadn’t even become yet. Then, I learned 

to contain myself, to contract my form into any shape.  

So absorbed was I in my new form, I barely took notice of the other 

part of me that was not me any longer. But when I did notice, I had no 

choice but to flee. At the time, I didn’t know what ‘flee’ meant, but flee I 

did, across what I learned to be a sea and into a land different than the 

desert I had only ever known. For a time, I remained supple, not choosing 

any form for any longer than necessary. I learned what it meant to become 

a duck, a girl, a grain of rice, a boulder, and even a great serpent. I learned 

what it was to be water and air, earth and fire, and a combination of all.  

What I had witnessed at the base of my opened vessel, my broken 

home, troubled me greatly. I knew I had some obligation to rectify the 

error of the part of me that was no longer me, but how? He, for a ‘he’ he 

became, chose a path forbidden to us. Deeply forbidden. Were I to choose 

the same path, would I also turn my back on my fate? For that matter, why 

did I not dissipate into Oblivion? Perhaps I will, once I complete my task.  

There is much to learn. The intricacies of this time and place, rather, 

the place I will go, are strange and many. Now that he is involved in them, 

I cannot simply undo him and leave chaos behind. No. There is a time 

when I will undo him, but it is not for a while yet. I have seen millennia 

come and go, what are a few decades? 

I could be Nameless no longer. Yet, I cannot bear to name myself. I 

shudder at the thought, the simple wrongness of arbitrarily choosing a 

name. It’s not until I take the form of a man and swath myself in fibers, 

when a peasant sees me in the shadows, and gives me what I seek. 

“Ah!” he cries in alarm, “Master of Shadows, I have done no wrong, 

please! Leave me be.” 

Master of Shadows. Yes, that is me. It is who I have become as I, 

alone. 

Because I do not yet have the power of speech, I simply bow as I 

have seen these people do, and disappear.  

Master of Shadows. It is beyond right, beyond perfect. When in the 

Tree, I was light and dark, complete balance. When the Tree was ripped 

open, I became we, and now, just me. He is darkness, and I am his master. 



Light casts a shadow and he will rue the day he chose to abandon 

Oblivion. 

 

  



54: Flora 

 

 
Due to Stellon’s bad luck, or maybe mine, we don’t even have time 

to discuss what Duncan said before the King’s Guards find us, six in all. 

We just stare at each other, in awe, as they march into the place Madge 

said would be safe. Stellon releases his grip on his sword when he realizes 

their number, and I know we’ll be captured. As my hands are bound 

behind my back, I can’t help wondering if Madge is involved.  

As they load us into the boat moored on the beach, one of the soldiers 

kicks the pile of white stones and scatters the offerings that were placed so 

lovingly. My heart breaks a little as we push off the beach and head across 

the lake. Our bags are in the bottom of the boat, which is rowed by four of 

the guards. 

Too soon, we reach the other side of the lake, which seemed so far 

away. The guards pull us into a smelly cave, where we dock against some 

large, flat rocks. From there, we march up some stairs to the dungeons far 

beneath Malisheram.  

I breathe through my mouth but still the smell chokes me. It gets 

worse as we head into a room full of large cages, which are filled with 

moaning people.  

“It’s alright, Flora,” Stellon whispers, “We’ll be fine.” 

“Shut up!” one of the guards shouts as he pushes us into an iron cell. 

There’s a dead man in the corner.  

“Flora,” Stellon whispers once all the guards have left, “Can you 

reach my boot?” He lifts his foot behind me and I squat a little until his 

foot is in my hands. “Alright, feel around the heel. Do you feel a little 

crack somewhere along the bottom?” 

“Yes,” I say, “I feel it.” Sure enough, there’s a little crack in the heel 

of his boot. 

“Press it,” he tells me, “Hard.” I press as hard as I can and finally I 

hear a little crack! Something sharp comes out and Stellon warns me, “Be 

careful! Don’t drop it. That’s our way out of here. Do you think you can 

give it to me?” 

I hold the little blade, it can’t be more than three inches long without 

a handle, as we turn our backs to one another. 

“Don’t move,” he says, “I’ll reach for it. Ouch! Alright, I got it. Now, 

stay still. I’m going to cut your ropes.” 

I try not to move, even when Stellon nicks my wrist with the blade. 

After a few minutes of sawing with the tiny knife, my hands are free! I 

bring them around in front and gasp at the blood. What I had thought was 



just a little nick has covered my hands in blood. I grab the knife and cut off 

a length of my shift to bind the wound before cutting Stellon’s ropes. He 

has a small cut on his hand.  

I wind up the ropes, just in case, and loop them around my belt. It 

feels good to have something against my side again, since the guards took 

my qama and all of Stellon’s weapons, except for the hidden knife. One of 

the lumps on the ground moves towards a bloody piece of rope I dropped 

and drags it away, squeaking. I avert my eyes. 

“Now what?” I ask Stellon. He goes over and examines the lock 

before speaking. 

“Now, we wait,” he says, “There’s no way we’re going to be able to 

break that lock. So, we have to wait until they come for us, then we’ll try 

and escape.” 

“But we won’t be able to fight them!”  

“Have you seen it?” someone asks from the darkness, startling us, “I 

had it! I had it.”  

“Who’s there?” Stellon asks. 

“Please, tell me you’ve seen it!” Then, we see the owner of the voice 

as he pushes his face against the bars our cells share. “I had it! I had it, I 

did. Gone! Gone, gone gone.” 

His face… 

“You!” I scream, the sound coming from somewhere deep inside me. 

I lunge, but Stellon wraps his arms tightly around my waist and holds me 

back. “Monster!” 

“I had it!” he says, not reacting to my voice at all, “I did.” 

Through my tears I see there’s something wrong with his face, he 

doesn’t look like the sorcerer from my memory. His eyes. They are 

washed out blue now, not the black from before.  

“Have you seen it?” he asks me, “I had it! It’s gone. Gone, gone, 

gone. Beautiful, beautiful opal. All gone.” His face crumples as despair 

overcomes him, and he sinks to the ground. Ignizio begins to bang his 

head on the bars in rhythm. 

Suddenly, Madge appears down the hall. She sees us and disappears. 

Before she can reappear again, I grab the blade from Stellon and stab 

Ignizio in the throat, then rip the little blade hard to the side. Madge 

appears in our cell as Ignizio slumps to the ground. 

“Quickly,” she says, breaking the lock with a point of her finger, not 

even sparing Ignizio a glance. Stellon, on the other hand, gives me a 

strange look, but there’s no time to ponder it as we grab onto Madge and 

travel to Duncan’s chamber. 

Madge slumps in a chair immediately. 



“Are you alright?” Stellon asks. I want to ask Stellon about what I 

saw in his face, but now is not the time. 

“Yes, just moved too many times, too fast,” she gasps. Duncan walks 

over to us. 

“We don’t have a lot of time,” he explains unnecessarily, stroking his 

beard, “Soon, yes, they’ll notice you’re gone. Eventually, they’ll know it 

was one of us. There are only a handful of sorcerers that they haven’t 

bought yet, me being one of them, so they’ll come looking here first. 

Thankfully they don’t know about Madge!” 

“I broke the lock,” Madge says softly, “So maybe they’ll think you 

escaped and will check the grounds first. That will buy some time.” 

“Yes, hmm, time,” Duncan mumbles, “Even so, we must prepare to 

leave now.” 

“‘We’, Uncle?” Stellon asks, “You’re coming with us?” 

“Hmm, yes! I am. Madge as well. This place hasn’t been the safe 

haven it was meant to be for many years now—no! I’ve been hoping 

Madge would come get me for quite some time. And now, well, this 

opportunity is just so fortuitous that it would be foolish to let it pass by. 

Just let me pack my things.”  

With the same spell Madge had used just nights before, Duncan 

begins putting his belongings into a single pack. 

“Oh, here,” Duncan says and our weapons and bags that were 

confiscated by the guards appear and crash onto the floor. Everyone gets 

still for a moment, waiting for a reaction to the loud noise, a pound on the 

door or a shout of “Intruders!” Whether by luck or fate, there’s nothing. 

We breathe a collective sigh of relief. I strap on my qama, patting it. I feel 

a little better already. Stellon takes a little longer to strap on his sword and 

place his many knives.  

“Where will we go?” I ask, to anyone who can answer. 

“Back to the Crossroads, first,” Stellon says, “I must get a message to 

Hobb. After that, Adamantolis.” 

“Yes!” says Duncan, “The revolution is upon us, dear boy! End the 

tyranny! Right the wrongs!”  

“Pack, you lout!” Madge snaps. Duncan immediately goes back to 

concentrating on putting his things into the pack. Madge grins at him, dark 

eyes glittering on her fatigued face.  

“How will we get to the Crossroads?” I ask, feeling like this is an 

obvious detail everyone is overlooking. 

Stellon glances at Madge, then away. Madge still notices. 

“I think I got one more move in me before I’ll have to call it a day,” 

she says slowly, “Four of us? All the way to the Crossroads? I’ve never 



done that before and I’m already tired, but necessity calls. If I die, at least 

it will be for a good cause.” 

Stellon and I exchange a look. Madge laughs, which sounds like a 

frog croaking.  

“I won’t die,” she says, “At the worst, I’ll need to sleep for a week. 

Are you ready to go yet, Duncan?” 

“Yes! Hmm, no!” he says, “Almost! I just need to tidy up and leave 

enough to burn. That should keep them occupied while we escape.” 

“Burn?” Stellon and I ask, alarmed. 

“Yes! Nothing like a fire to destroy evidence and cause mayhem.” 

Duncan beams. 

Destroy evidence, I think, Is that the reason my family was burned? 

What were you hiding, Da? 

“Don’t worry, Flora,” Stellon says, “We’ll be well on our way by the 

time it spreads. Right?” 

Madge nods, eyeing me critically with her dark eyes. She looks like a 

bird, I realize, like the falcon we saw on the sign pointing the way here. 

Whoever made the sign probably had a sorcerer like Madge in mind.  

“Ready!” Duncan puts on his pack, which looks ridiculous on his 

large body and contrasts sharply with his flowing blue robes and white 

hair. Tears pinch at my eyes as I look at all the belongings he is leaving 

behind to aid our escape. So many of his treasures will be destroyed, and 

much of his work.  

Madge gets to her feet, putting on her own bag. She will blend in 

much better, with her brown robe, so long as she keeps the hood up to hide 

her strange hairstyle.  

“The place is called Hobb’s, correct?” she asks Stellon. He nods, “I 

think we’ve been there before, many years ago. I need you to describe it, 

to make sure I’m remembering correctly. The last thing we need is to end 

up in the wrong place.” 

Stellon describes the location, the building, the sign, how many 

rooms there are, where the back room is in relation to the main room, the 

stables, everything there is to know (and more) about Hobb’s. Madge 

nods, her eyes focused far away while she remembers where we’re going. 

Suddenly, her head snaps down and she grabs our hands. Duncan grabs our 

other two just as there’s a loud thump! on the door. Duncan looks over at a 

pile of papers he left on a wooden desk and they burst into flame. The fire 

immediately spreads, faster than any normal fire. I’m taken back to the 

moment when I woke in the keep to the smell of smoke. Stellon looks into 

my wild eyes; Madge shouts, and we’re pulled through the darkness— 

Something is not right. We’re stuck in the darkness. The whole world 

is black and it feels like we’re suspended in a giant bowl of pudding. I can 



breathe, but it’s hard to move, the air—or whatever it is—resists all 

movement. I tug on the hands on either side of me and they tug back. It’s 

only slightly reassuring.  

I can’t tell how much time passes. It could be seconds or it could be 

days. Every time I try to count my breaths, I become confused. Finally, it 

feels like we start to get dragged forward. I hear some sounds, a fire 

crackling and some shouts, and I feel...heat! We’re going right back into 

the fire! 

But then, we’re pulled away, through the cold pudding and we land 

hard on Hobb’s kitchen floor. Madge groans and faints, her eyes rolling 

back into her head. Hobb stares at us, his hand frozen on a spoon he’s 

stirring with. Everyone jumps into action. Duncan scoops up Madge in his 

big arms, while Hobb wipes his hands on his apron, and Stellon helps me 

up, asking if I’m alright. I nod. The fire! We were almost burned alive! 

I reach towards him and rest my head on his chest. He puts his arms 

around me, just holding me while I calm down. Hobb tells Duncan where 

to put Madge, but I don’t pay any attention. We’re safe, that’s all that 

matters.  

“D’ya mind telling me what this is all about?” Hobb says, 

interrupting our embrace, “Or are you going to make me guess?” 

“Why not guess,” Stellon says, removing his arms. I immediately feel 

colder. 

“Hmm, well if I’m not mistaken, those two are sorcerers. Judging by 

the mode of arrival, I’d guess you had to leave in a hurry. Knowing what I 

know about the king and his relationship with the sorcerers, I’m inclined to 

believe you were escaping from Malisheram. How close am I?”  

I’m impressed. Hobb is much smarter than I thought. Stellon, 

however, seems suspicious.  

“Very close,” he concedes, “How’d you figure it all out?” 

“I’m not alive today because I’m stupid!” Hobb says, “I got brains, 

boy. Now, what’re gonna do about those two?” 

“We owe our lives to that woman,” says Stellon, “We need to let her 

rest for as long as she needs. The man is my uncle. Best keep that to 

yourself. There are other matters we need to discuss.” 

“Sure, just let me finish lunch and we can all sit down.”  

The front room is almost empty, as usual. There’s a man I recognize 

from the Farmer meeting sitting in the corner, drinking a pint of ale. I 

assume he’s acting as a guard. Still, we stay in the back room and eat at the 

small table. 

“My uncle confirmed our suspicions about the evil inside Marcus. He 

believes the time to strike is now, which echoes the information we 

received the other night at Water Lily’s. We have to move now.” 



“Let me think on it,” Hobb says, looking grim, “Why don’t you run 

upstairs to check on your uncle?” 

We go upstairs, but Stellon stops me right outside the door and tells 

me to wait. 

“You don’t have to be involved in this,” he says softly, running his 

thumb across my chin, “You can leave now, go stay with the Luna Sisters 

and be safe. Part of me wishes you would.” 

 “Even if I wanted to run away, which I don’t, do you think I’d pass 

up an opportunity to kill the man that ordered my family to be burned to 

death? I won’t let Marcus get away with that.” 

“I was afraid you’d say that,” he sighs, “Let’s go, then.” 

We open the door. Madge is fast asleep in one of the beds, while 

Duncan sits by her side, her small hand enveloped in his. His bushy 

eyebrows are furrowed in concern. He still has a smile for Stellon, though. 

“Nephew!” he booms, “I was wondering what you were up to. 

What’s a man got to do around here for a bite of food? A few parlor tricks? 

Ha!” 

“I’ll go get you a tray,” I say before Stellon can, “You need to talk.” 

Hobb says something to the Farmer in the front room when I come 

down. I go into the kitchen and make up a tray with the food we just had 

for lunch, plus a bowl of broth in case Madge wakes up. When I go back 

through, the Farmer is gone.  

“Tell Stellon I’m calling an emergency meeting for tonight, will 

you?” Hobb asks me, “A blackout meeting.” 

Stellon and Duncan are deep in conversation when I come back in. 

Duncan thanks me for the lunch and I tell them about the blackout 

meeting.  

“It’s time!” Stellon exclaims. 

“High time, yes!” Duncan says around a mouthful of crumpet, “Right 

the wrongs!”  

 “What is a blackout meeting?” I ask. 

“Hobb pretends the inn is closed, but really he just puts black paper 

on the windows so the light can’t shine through. At the last meeting, there 

were only about a third of the Crossroads Farmers. Tonight there should be 

all of them. Oh, of course,” he says, holding up a black cloak, “You must 

dress the part.” He gives me a small smile that shows his nervousness. I 

smile back before we head downstairs. 

There are only a few candles lit in the room, illuminating many 

figures cloaked in black. I can’t see any of their faces. We have to wait 

about fifteen more minutes for the rest of the Farmers to slink in. There’s 

no talking, no laughing. It’s quiet while we wait. Stellon’s uncle comes 

down wearing a big black robe and sits by him, a solemn look on his face. 



“Greetings,” Hobb says when everyone has assembled, “Please state 

yer word when it’s yer turn.” 

“The rich grow the poor, for whom the Farmers sow. Reap not the 

heart; pluck the weed from the earth. When the Farmers thrive, only then 

can the people grow.” Each man in the room says one of the words when 

it’s his turn. Stellon’s word—heart.  

I don’t have a word. I didn’t think anyone would notice, but as soon 

as the men are finished, more than one gets to his feet, ready to attack me 

since I did not speak. Strangely enough, they do not seem to notice 

Duncan. 

“Hold!” Hobb and Stellon say, rising to stop them, “This woman is 

part of the plan!” The men grudgingly sit back down. 

Not again, I think. The last time I was part of the plan, it didn’t turn 

out well for everyone involved. I send a quick prayer to Arden’s shade. 

“We’ve had word,” Hobb begins, “from Malisheram that there’s no 

remedy for King Marcus’ madness, unless you count death as a remedy.” 

A few cloaks chuckle. “According to recent information from Malisheram 

and the Millers, we must act more quickly than we’ve prepared for. The 

people of Delaterra do not trust us, not yet, because they don’t have a 

reason to. We need to give them one.”  

He motions to me and prepares to speak. 

“Wait!” Stellon says, rising, “Is this the only solution?” 

“I’m afraid it is,” Hobb says. Turning to the room, he says, “This is 

Flora Delarosa.” A few of the men gasp, “As some of you already know, 

King Marcus ordered a sorcerer named Ignizio to burn down her home, 

with everyone locked inside. Most of us who learned of this horrible crime 

assumed Flora here died along with everyone else, even though her body 

wasn’t found. That’s not the case. Ignizio turned her into a horse instead, 

leaving her to fend for herself.” 

“Monster!” someone hisses. I’m not sure if he means King Marcus, 

Ignizio, or me. 

“Kill the tyrant!” another says. Some of the men raise silent fists in 

agreement. Hobb holds up a hand. 

“Luckily, she’s here with us now in her true form, though somewhat 

changed. Flora,” he says to me, “would you remove your veil?”  

I look at Stellon, confused. He nods after a moment, so I put the hood 

down and pull the veil off my head. I hear a few of them mutter, “Luna’s 

heart!” 

“We now have proof of King Marcus’ brutality,” Hobb says, “Right 

here. Who hasn’t heard of the fire of Delarosa Keep? Everyone knows 

about it and knows what a tragedy it was. Imagine if they learned who 

started it!” 



Grunts of assent clamor about the room. 

“Aye, but what proof do we have that she is who we says she is?” the 

man I recognize as Hull says. 

“None, but I wouldn’t worry about that. People love a good tale, and 

this one happens to be true. Besides, she’ll be the one telling it! One look 

at her hair and everyone will know she’s been touched by sorcery.” 

“This is madness,” says a Farmer I don’t recognize, “All you’ll do is 

make her the next target! Then there’ll just be more innocent blood on our 

hands.” 

“Aye!” a few men agree.  

“You don’t have to do this,” Stellon whispers to me, “Just say so and 

I’ll put a stop to this.”  

“Do you think it would really help if I did?” He waits a moment, then 

nods reluctantly. “Then I want to do it. Tell Hobb I want to speak.” 

Stellon gets up and whispers in Hobb’s ear.  

“Fellow Farmers!” Hobb says, “Why don’t we let the lady tell us 

what she thinks?” 

This is greeted with surprised silence. Hobb nods to me as I get 

nervously to my feet and ball my shaking hands into fists at my sides. 

“Good evening,” I begin, clearing my throat, “My name is Flora 

Delarosa. My father was Thornton Delarosa. He was a good man and a 

kind father. I didn’t know he was a Farmer, probably because he thought 

he could keep his family safe if he kept it secret. That wasn’t the case. He 

wrote many pamphlets under the name of ‘The Thorn’, so King Marcus 

ordered my entire family to be burned alive in order to stop him from 

writing. I’m only standing here today because my maid, Matilda, threw me 

down the well to save my life, at the cost of her own. It’s true, the sorcerer 

did turn me into a horse when I begged him for my life. Being a horse 

wasn’t easy; I’m just glad Stellon was the first to find me.” I take a sip of 

water to wet my throat. “Anyway, there can’t be a person here who doesn’t 

understand my fervent wish for justice, even if it’s coupled with revenge. 

King Marcus must be stopped! I want to do my part to help with that, even 

if it’s as simple as telling my story.” I look around, see some of the men 

nodding, and I sit back down. Stellon takes my hand under the table.  

“Say we do this,” says another Farmer I don’t recognize, “How will 

we do it? Cart her around Delaterra to speak in town squares? Hope the 

Scythes don’t notice us preaching against them? Seems to me like there are 

a few flaws to your plan.” Many of the Farmers agree with him. 

“We need to send out invitations to The Feast, and quickly,” Hobb 

says, igniting the room. Everyone talks at once, protesting. 

Hobb stands on a chair and raises his fist, which reminds the men that 

they’re in a blackout. They immediately hush. 



“That’s outrageous!” one whispers sharply. 

“We’re not ready!” says another. 

“We’ll be ready, we have to be,” says Hobb, “We’re running out of 

time. We call The Feast,” he says again, “and invite all the victims of King 

Marcus’ cruelty. When they realize they’re far from alone, they’ll want to 

help us. Trust me. We can do this! If Flora is there as well, that’ll 

definitely convince them that the king is set on a path to destroy us all.” 

This is greeted by tense silence. Most of the Farmers are still 

skeptical.  

“And if we choose to wait?” Hull asks. 

“Then there may never be another opportunity,” Hobb says with 

finality. Hull nods, crossing his arms in front of his big chest.  

“I’m in,” says one Farmer, “Though at the first sign that it isn’t going 

to happen, I’m sailing for the Golden City.”  

 Most of the other Farmers grumble their assent. Only a few seem 

truly optimistic. When the room quiets, Hobb addresses the three Farmers 

who haven’t agreed to help with The Feast yet. 

“Speak yer minds, fellas,” Hobb says, “You have a right to voice yer 

opinions. We’ll listen without judgment.” 

“While I admire your vision,” says the first as he stands, “I think you 

need to widen it a bit. You’re thinking of the next few years if you call The 

Feast now. I’m thinking of the next few decades when I say we should 

wait, so that we’re better prepared and can readily offer a new leader to 

replace the old. Who do you have in mind now? How is a ramshackle new 

government any better than the current one?”  

“All I can say to that is the rightful heir, Cynebald’s true heir, is 

safe,” Hobb says, and nods the second man.  

He stands and says, “I agree with my fellow Farmer, though I would 

like to add that I simply do not feel this is the right time. You’re all going 

to waste your lives if you go through with this. I say wait.” He sits back 

down.  

Hobb looks at the last man, who remains seated. All of a sudden, he 

leaps to his feet, drawing a blade and hacking at the men on either side, 

wounding them. Stellon shields me with his body, but not before I see a 

hand fly across the room. All the men draw their weapons and start 

attacking the invader. The handless man is brought to the front near Hobb 

by another Farmer. Moments later, the fighting stops and the attacker is 

dead.  

“It’s Arden!” one of the Farmers shouts. My head snaps up. Arden? 

But he’s already dead! I look at Stellon, who is just as confused as me. He 

wastes no time in going over to examine the body. I follow, hesitating a 

moment. 



Sure enough, the body on the ground is Arden’s. His yellow hair is 

soaking up the blood he’s lying in. I turn away. 

“But,” Stellon says, “He died! I saw the Scythes run him down!” 

“Maybe they took him in, instead,” says one, “Look at his eyes. They 

magicked him.”  

Stellon lifts a lid. I don’t want to look but I do and see that the entire 

eye is black where the colored part should be. A sickening shiver runs up 

my spine. Duncan shoulders his way over to us, saying, “Out of the way!” 

The men look at him, but don’t seem to really know he’s there as he 

kneels next to Arden and examines him. 

“Yes, hmm,” he mumbles, peering in each eye and looking at his 

hands. When he turns over Arden’s left hand, he drops it, hissing. “There’s 

the mark,” he says, gesturing to the hand while cradling his own, as if 

burned, “It shielded him from our sight. Best cut it off, yes! And burn it. 

Better to burn all of him. He’s become tainted.” Duncan backs away, as if 

he can’t bear to be in Arden’s presence another moment. 

“Alright,” Stellon says, “Arden’s body has been tainted! I know he 

was one of us, but we need to forget that. Right now he puts us all at risk. 

You—” Stellon points to two other farmers, “—take him to the smiters and 

throw him in.” 

The two men look horrified.  

“Burn him?! But, he’s one of us!” one of them protests. 

“He was one of us,” Stellon corrects, “Now, he’s one of Marcus’ 

pawns that’s drawing the king to us even after death. Hurry, unless you 

want the Scythes coming here to kill the rest of us.” 

The two men wrap Arden’s body in his cloak and carry him out. A 

glance at Hobb tells me he’s figured something out, which he announces to 

the room. 

“You see?” Hobb shouts, causing all heads to turn back towards him, 

“We’re not safe! Even one of our own was taken and turned against us. 

The simple truth is, no one will ever be safe until we rid this country of the 

evil that starts with King Marcus. I’m not willing to wait ten or twenty 

years to deliver peace. Those of you who are, you might as well leave 

now. I want peace tomorrow, and I’m willing to fight for it!” 

The Farmers cheer. I’m afraid we’re being too noisy, but Stellon 

smiles at me. I smile back.  Our happiness does not last long. 

“Scythes!” shouts a watcher, who had been watching the streets out 

of one corner of the window, “At least nine of them. And there’s…there’s 

a sorcerer with them!”  

“Disperse!” shouts Hobb, “Remember, The Feast is upon us! It’s 

time to make our way to Adamantolis.” The Farmers melt away quickly 



this time, leaving quietly and disappearing into the night with their black 

cloaks.  

I grab Stellon’s hand.  

“What will happen?” I ask. 

“Oh, they’ll likely break in here,” he pulls me to the back, “We better 

get going.” 

“But where will we go? And what about Madge? She’s in no 

condition to travel!” 

“Don’t worry about her. Duncan will protect her.” We head upstairs 

to grab our things. “Didn’t you notice? He sat in plain view of the entire 

room, and no one paid any attention to him. He can conceal himself and 

Madge, even from another sorcerer, then they’ll travel when she’s ready. 

But we have to leave, now!”  

We run into Duncan on the way down. He quickly embraces Stellon, 

telling him they’ll see each other again soon. The next thing I know, I’m 

enfolded in a mighty embrace as well. 

“Thank you for helping him…us… break the curse,” he says to me 

with smiling eyes, “It’s one less curse haunting this country, at least. Now, 

off with you! I’ll keep them off your trail for a while.” He turns to go back 

upstairs. 

Hobb holds the back door open for us as we leave, the three of us 

heading for the stables. The stableboy greets us, saying he already moved 

the hay. I’m completely confused as to how that would be helpful, but it 

becomes apparent when I see the faint outline of a trap door in the ground. 

Stellon heaves it up and Hobb goes down first. 

“I’ll catch you if you slip,” he says. I go down next, grabbing the 

rungs of the ladder nervously. I’ve never been on one before. 

“Just go one at a time,” Stellon says to me, “I’ll be down right after 

you.”  

I take a deep breath and do as he says. One at a time. I hear him tell 

the boy to replace the hay quickly and get out of here, then there’s 

darkness as the trapdoor closes. I freeze. A moment later, I feel Stellon’s 

boot nudge my head. 

“Flora?” he whispers, “You can do this! Just put your right foot 

down, then move your right hand down, then your left foot, then your left 

hand. One at a time. You can do it.” 

“Hurry it up!” Hobb hisses from the bottom. He sounds far away. 

Don’t think about that, I tell myself, Just one at a time. One at a time.  

Eventually, I make it to the bottom. Stellon wraps me up in his arms, 

but I can’t stay there long. Hobb lights a match to check our surroundings. 

There are two tunnels and he points to the right one just before the match 

goes out.  



“No lights,” he says, “We’ll just feel the way. It’s not long. 

Hopefully, we’ll be out of here before they discover the door.” 

Hobb leads the way while I stumble after him. I feel Stellon’s hand 

on the small of my back, beneath the pack, to help me, which is 

comforting. Occasionally there are squeaks and scurrying sounds that I try 

to ignore.  

There’s one point in the tunnel where we have to crouch down and 

squeeze through, but we all make it. Just as I’m wondering if I’ll be able to 

keep going, I see a faint haze in the distance.  

“Is that the way out?” I ask Stellon. He says it is. I breathe a sigh of 

relief. 

The moon is not full but it gives off plenty of light in the outskirts of 

the Crossroads, where there aren’t many lamps to light the way. I glance 

back to where we entered the alley, but I can’t find the exit.  

“I’ll be leaving you now,” Hobb says, stopping at one of the 

buildings, “See you at The Feast?” 

“We’ll be there,” says Stellon, “Take care, Hobb.” 

“Oh, I will,” he says, “You take good care of her now, alright? Never 

let her out of yer sight.” He looks terribly sad for a moment, but then he 

winks at us. Stellon shakes his hand and Hobb is gone. 

“Just a bit further,” Stellon says, “I know a place we can stay.” He 

grabs my hand and we walk together. 

 

  



55: Dagger 

 

 
The dress was easy to procure. As was the lie. Arranging my hair in a 

fashionable style, however, was almost my downfall. Yet, I made it. I 

glance around my Mother’s palace chamber, waiting for her to arrive. The 

space is small, but luxurious. A bed on a platform is tucked into one corner 

and a dressing area takes up another. There’s a space for bathing behind a 

screen, and a dressing table lined with perfumes and cosmetics. Mother 

always put so much stock in appearance. I walk over and sniff one of the 

perfumes. The familiar scent takes me back to a time when she still lived 

at the keep and I was young enough to run into her arms and inhale the 

scent on her neck. I replace the bottle with a hard ‘clink’. Then, the door 

opens. 

We stare at each other a moment before Mother says, “Thank you, 

Trudy. You may go.” The slight auburn-haired girl behind her bobs a 

curtsy and disappears. 

I don’t move. Whether it’s hesitation or stubbornness that plants my 

feet where I stand, I cannot say.  

“What are you doing here?” she whispers, “Are you really so 

stupid?” I take a step back as if struck. Whatever I expected her to say, it 

wasn’t that. Anger flares within me. 

“I apologize if my presence displeases you, Mother,” I say, heat 

coating my voice, “But I’ll need to stay for a few weeks.” 

“No, no,” she shakes her head, “That’s not it at all. It’s not safe for 

you here! Please, you must find a way to leave.” 

“I can’t,” I say, a little less angry, but not much. I won’t say 

anymore, not without knowing if I can trust my own mother. 

She sighs, just like she used to so long ago whenever I vexed her, and 

sits on a delicate little chair that matches her writing desk. I can almost see 

her thoughts spinning through her mind as she decides what to say, as 

various emotions contort different muscles on her fair face. Finally, she 

speaks. 

“Daughter, what do you value most in the world, above all other 

things?” Mother stares at me intently, her green eyes bold and bright. Her 

voice is soft in volume, but intense.  

I shake my head, puzzled at her question, and find no answer that 

would please her.  

“Freedom,” she says quietly, fiercely, “You would die without it. I 

learned that long ago. You can’t understand now, it’s impossible for you to 

understand until you become a mother yourself. Stop scowling, it’s true. I 



know you may not believe me, but I would happily die for you if it meant 

you could keep your freedom, if it meant you could be happy. That’s why 

I’m here…” she gestures around the comfortable room. A comfortable 

prison, I realize. 

“I don’t mind routine and restriction…in fact, I’m so used to having a 

yoke around my neck that I feel lost and unhappy without one. When I’m 

here, I can protect your freedom. Patik understands. He…he understood 

much better than I thought him capable. Our marriage may not have been 

for love, not at first, but until things get settled—” here she glances 

nervously around the room, and not without cause, “—it’s best if we 

continue the path we’re on. I stay here and appease the king in any way I 

can, ensuring our family is loyal.  

“However, since you decided to come here, unannounced, we’ll have 

to make do with the situation. For the past few years, I’ve been telling 

everyone I know how gentle, how polished my gem of a daughter is. She 

adores embroidery, lives for dancing, and can sing like a bird. In short, 

you’re a perfect, harmless decoration. While you’re here, you must act as 

such! If anyone gets a hint of your true nature, all my time here will be 

utterly wasted. Can you do it? Can you be Lady Dagriella for a few weeks, 

assuming you haven’t already damaged your reputation beyond repair?” 

I stare at my mother as shivers shoot up my spine and down my arms. 

I have killed cannibals, a horse thief, and a pantercat. I crossed the Jertan 

desert on my own and flew through the air to get here, all without fear. Yet 

the thought of sitting idly in a room full of woman, simpering over my 

embroidery and tittering over suitors fills me with such dread, such anxiety 

that I am almost physically sick. My eyes must be wide with the terror I 

feel, for my mother looks at me with such sympathy, such concern. Even 

though I just told her I cannot leave, my instinct is to flee…but her words 

repeat again in my mind, all that she’s done for me without my knowledge. 

How can I let that go to waste? I may not understand her reasoning or 

methods, but in her own way she’s been fighting just as much as I have. 

“I’ll do my very best,” I say, dipping a flawless curtsy. She smiles 

through tears. 

 

*** 

 

“Do I have to?”  

“Yes, dear. We’re expected down at breakfast every morning. If we 

don’t show up, it’s noted. Besides, everyone is anxious to meet you.” Her 

light brown hair is fashionably arranged in a large, low knot, with 

precisely placed wisps framing her delicately powdered face.  

“But what will I say to them?”  



“Oh, you’ll soon find that we do an excellent job of talking about 

nothing. Keep it light. Don’t talk about controversial topics: no blades, no 

rebels, and certainly no talking about the king. Eventually, you’ll notice 

we find ways to talk to each other without speaking.” 

Mother gives me a little smile and takes stock of my appearance. I 

ended up borrowing clothes from her, since we’re much the same size. I 

hate how restricting the costume is, but if I’m to play a lady over the next 

few weeks, it’s necessary. Mother chose a lavender morning gown for me 

and dressed my hair with matching lavender ribbons. I hold back a gag as I 

survey myself in the mirror, sad that I couldn’t wear my emerald gloves, 

the only fine clothing I brought. Mother said only pastel colors are for 

morning attire. 

“You look lovely,” Mother says, twirling one of my curls around her 

finger to make it a bit tidier. I poke my tongue out at her, and she winks in 

return, making me wonder if I have been wrong about her. “Now, come 

along. We mustn’t be late. 

Mother and I exit her room and navigate several halls and staircases 

to reach a large dining room. Almost every chair is taken, but the ornate 

chair at the head of the table is empty. 

“This is the small dining hall,” Mother whispers to me. Small? “Oh, 

look! Anabelle has saved us a place next to her.” 

I follow Mother to some chairs in the middle of the table, next to an 

elderly woman in a peach-colored morning gown. An impish sparkle in her 

eye offsets her carefully arranged hairstyle and impeccable appearance.  

“Lady Anabelle, may I present my daughter, Lady Dagriella?” 

Mother says. I curtsy. 

“My, my, I’ve heard quite a bit about you! Why don’t you take your 

seat, and we’ll talk over breakfast?” 

I sit to Lady Anabelle’s right and Mother sits to mine. I chance a 

glance around the table and note that everyone is dressed just as carefully 

as Lady Anabelle, and all seem to wear the same mask of polite strength. 

Mother’s words from long ago repeat in my mind. She had spoken of 

compassion, love, and hope. The hope emanating from everyone seated 

here is almost tangible. 

“Since you’re new here, you can expect some leniency in the rules. 

But you better learn them quickly!” she titters, but her warning is clear 

enough. “Every morning guests of the king are invited to dine with one 

another. The queen is usually present, but she has been ill as of late. None 

of us ever miss out on such an honor! Sometimes the king even graces us 

with his presence, so we’re sure to attend breakfast every morning so we 

don’t miss an opportunity to dine with him.”  



“I see,” I reply and sip some fruit juice, “I’m glad to see 

such…dedication here at court.” 

“Oh! Here comes breakfast. You’re in for a treat, young lady. The 

king is ever so generous when it comes to delicacies. Even when he was 

away taking care of that business in the north, we were looked after.”  

“How long have you been staying here?” I ask. 

“Quite some time, I’d say. Why, now that I think about it, I dare say 

I’ve been a guest here for years! My, how time flies. I’m so grateful for the 

company, though, especially after my dear husband passed.” 

Breakfast is delicious and filling, with about as many unfamiliar 

courses as there are familiar. From poached quail eggs to a stewed fruit I 

cannot name, my tongue tingles as I taste dish after dish. I can’t believe 

everyone in this room is so trim: if I ate like this every day, I’d be the size 

of a horse! I keep my ears open and pay attention to Mother’s whispering. 

She quietly names each person that speaks and soon I realize almost every 

person in this room is connected to the old families of Delaterra. Lady 

Anabelle was married to Sir Albert Deloro, which might explain her 

abundant gold jewelry. Many of the old families are named after the goods 

they traditionally crafted, even if they no longer produce them.  

Most of the guests are around my mother’s age and older, but there is 

a young man seated at the far end of the table. His golden head of hair 

tickles my memory as I try, and fail, to place him. He’s from a vision, I’m 

sure. “Grego Delbronce,” Mother whispers in my ear, “Oldest son of Sir 

Gregori and Lady Maria. He will likely seek out your company, so be 

pleasant to him, please. It’s been difficult for him here.” 

There are a few names I do not recognize, but I do not doubt that I 

will soon learn the reason for their being here. One thing is clear—no one 

is a “guest”. After breakfast, it takes us some time to clear the dining hall, 

since quite a few people want to be introduced to me. I curtsy so many 

times I actually start to feel faint! If I wasn’t so annoyed, I might be 

amused. Mother and I are finally on our way, when we’re called to from 

behind. 

“Lady Musselupke!” Grego calls after us, “I couldn’t bear the 

thought of not being introduced to your daughter after having the pleasure 

of viewing her beauty all morning.” 

“You’re too kind, Grego,” Mother says, “Allow me to introduce my 

daughter, Lady Dagriella. Dagriella, this is Grego, son of Sir Gregori and 

Lady Maria Delbronce.” I curtsy and dip my face down in an attempt to 

appear shy and demure, the perfect lady, though I glance at him long 

enough to take in his stocky build. Beneath his soft clothes, I suspect there 

is hard muscle. Grego surprises me by grabbing my hand and kissing it. I 

snatch it back, too quickly. 



“Forgive me,” I say belatedly, “I am not used to being introduced to 

handsome young men.” My answer seems to please him and my mother, 

though I almost choke on the words.  

“Would you allow me to accompany you on a walk this afternoon? It 

would be my pleasure to show you some of the gardens, since you’ve only 

just arrived.” 

After a brief glance towards Mother, who nods slightly, I say, “That 

would be lovely.” 

We bid each other farewell and make our way back to Mother’s 

room. I collapse on Mother’s bed, to her horror. 

“Dagriella! You’ll ruin that gown!” 

I sit up carefully and balance daintily on the edge of the bed instead. 

“How can you do this every single day?” I ask, “Don’t you just want 

to rip your hair out?” 

“Yes. So does everyone here. Which is why Grego is so keen for 

your company. Now,” she says, taking a seat at her desk, “This is when we 

are allowed to write letters to our family or other quiet, morning activities. 

Then, after a light luncheon brought to our rooms, we’re allowed to do 

mild activities in the afternoon, such as sewing, walks through the garden, 

practicing music or singing, and such things. By late afternoon we need to 

start preparing for dinner, which is twice as long as breakfast and much 

more elaborate. If you thought breakfast was difficult, I’m afraid dinner 

will only be worse.” 

I groan and throw myself back on the bed, to her protests.  

“I can’t do it!” I cry, already seeing myself acting out in front of the 

king and putting everyone, including Mother, in danger.  

“You have to. You made your bed when you showed up out of the 

blue, and now you must lie in it. I’ll do what I can to help you, to make it 

easy for you, but you must follow our routine!” 

“Alright,” I say, an idea forming in my head, “Help me out of this, 

please.” 

Mother gets up with a sigh and helps me out of the lavender gown. 

When I’m down to my shift, I tie the bottom through my legs and bind my 

breasts with a length of linen, then get to work. Mother is not nearly as 

shocked as I thought she would be. She sighs again and shakes her head, 

turning back to her desk as I start my calisthenics. If I have to pass the 

time this way, at least I will do what I enjoy. The exercises also help 

improve my mood and restless tendencies. I can only hope it will be 

enough to get me through the next week.  

 

*** 

 



“And this is the Rose Garden,” Grego says, throwing out his right 

hand to encompass the dozens of rose bushes before us. Obviously. I knew 

this was going to be boring, but somehow Grego is making it even more 

boring than I imagined it could be. First we toured the Country Garden, 

full of all the useless flowers found in the Delaterran countryside (not a 

branch of rhuberry or bunch of mint in sight), then we toured the Exotic 

Garden, with flowers from Aurumesia, and now the Rose Garden. I have 

half a mind to set the stupid garden ablaze and watch Grego’s face as he 

sees the real me. Somehow, I refrain. 

“It’s even more beautiful than I imagined it could be,” I say, 

summoning the only hint of interest I can muster. 

“Not one bloom here can compare to you,” Grego says with a smile. 

A new compliment! At least he’s imaginative when it comes to those. He 

throws them my way as often as he can, presumably to win my heart, 

though if I was ever inclined to want to spend time with him, it was 

quelled from the moment he opened his mouth.  

“You’re too kind,” I manage, bending to pluck a rose. Grego grabs 

my wrist, holding hard. 

“Don’t,” he whispers sharply, smoothly placing my hand in his arm 

instead, as if that was my intention all along, “You could prick your 

finger.” I look at him, angry, but there’s a warning in his eyes. I heed it.  

“Silly me,” I say, conscious of the guards patrolling the grounds, 

“Thank you for saving me. Tell me, Grego, how do you occupy your days 

here?” 

We spend another hour strolling the grounds, during which I 

belatedly realize Grego is doing an excellent job of showing me every 

entrance and exit, every hidden passage and dark corner surrounding the 

castle. There may be more to Grego than meets the eye, but I don’t want to 

give him credit for supplying me with such vital information if it was 

bestowed inadvertently. I need to know more about him before I could 

consider him an asset.  

The south yard holds most of the gardens and a lot of cover, the east 

yard boasts an amusing, and useful, maze, and the north yard is full of 

fields for various outdoor amusements, virtually wasted space that is 

dangerously open. The Jertans will approach from the south, I’m sure, 

though most likely they will remain airborne for as long as possible. My 

fingers itch for the little notebook, but it’s tucked close to my body and 

impossible to get to.   

Eventually, we find our way back to the southwest entrance, one of 

the smaller doorways that only boasts two guards. After a brief moment of 

panic when one guard bars the way with his spear at the sight of my 



unfamiliar face, Grego introduces me as the newly arrived daughter of 

Lady Rela Musselupke. The guard apologizes to me and I curtsy.  

Inside, our walk slows as we near the hallway that leads to my 

chamber. 

“I admit it freely! I’m intrigued by you, Lady Dagriella,” he grasps 

my hand again, though this time I do not snatch it away, “I hope we have 

much more time to get to know each other better, but I have a feeling you 

won’t stay here very long. You’re like a bird—you landed here suddenly, 

and will depart the same way, I’m sure. May I call upon you tomorrow?” 

He taps rhythmically on the underside of my hand, which still rests on his. 

Tap. Tap, tap. Tap. Tap, tap, tap. Tap. 

“You may,” I say, my brows coming together as I concentrate on the 

rhythm. He smiles in response, a brilliant smile that triggers the memory of 

the vision I saw in the fire, in the woods with Stellon. Two masked figures 

twirling in the flames. “Tell me, does the king often throw balls? I do 

love…dancing.” 

“I believe there will be an announcement during breakfast someday 

soon.” Tap, tap. Tap. “May I be so bold as to claim the first dance?” 

“You may,” I say again, and the tapping ceases, “I must be going 

now. Will I see you this evening?” 

In answer, Grego bends to kiss my hand, and then releases it. Finally, 

he bows, I curtsy, and we part ways for the few hours between now and 

dinner. I make my way to Mother’s chamber, exhausted, but strangely 

excited, too.  

“Where have you been? You should’ve been back an hour ago!” 

“I was with Grego,” I say as I begin peeling off the afternoon 

costume in preparation for the evening costume, “Before you give me a 

lecture, I have something important to ask. Is there a secret method of 

communication in…tapping?” 

Mother, flustered with worry for me, sighs heavily and sits on a stool. 

“Oh, it’s silly. It’s some kind of secret language, but it’s usually just for 

courtship. I’ve never been able to master it, unfortunately.” 

So, he was trying to tell me a secret! 

“Did you enjoy your walk in the gardens, Dagriella?” 

“Oh, yes. It was very…fruitful.” I pull Mother’s gown over my head 

before telling her about the ball, which, of course, sends her into a panic. 

 

*** 

 

Tap, tap, tap, I hear, or remember, I can’t tell, as I wake in the 

darkness. There is someone else in our room.  



“Fear not, Lady Dagriella, I am not here to harm you or your mother. 

I am simply here to collect you for an audience with the Master of 

Shadows,” the speaker pauses, glancing at my fingers as they inch towards 

my blades. His face is swathed in black cloth, which I can barely make out 

in the dim chamber. “You won’t need those. Come along now.” 

I grit my teeth, but slide out of bed and don my tunic and cloak. The 

speaker watches as I glance towards Mother. 

“You’ll be back before she wakes. Follow me.” For some reason, the 

Wayleaf calls to me. I grab it up and he doesn’t protest. It’s the size of a 

sword, rolled tight as it is.  

I follow the man in black down the hall, marveling at his silent 

footsteps. He’s even quieter than Knives! We go up the spiral stair in the 

corner, which leads somewhere I’ve never been: a trap door. The man in 

black lifts the hatch, and we crawl through to a dimly-lit chamber. 

“We can talk here without fear of detection,” he says beneath his 

covering.  

“Who are you?” I ask, expecting a cryptic response. 

“I thought you’d be able to guess. I am the Master of Shadows.” He 

gives me an ironic bow. 

“You? But, why are you here?” 

“Are you going to ask useless questions, or listen to what I have to 

tell you?” My mouth shuts with a snap. “Good. I know why you’re here: 

you have had a vision of the future. Whether or not you have seen this 

moment, it is an integral part of the success of what is called The Feast. 

Five decades ago, a desperate queen hacked open my home and released 

me.” 

I draw my hidden blade, kept strapped in the small of my back since 

coming to Adamantolis, and stand guard. 

“You’re the monster!” I almost shout, preparing to fight. 

“I am not. Allow me to explain, please.” He places his hands in the 

air and slowly pulls off a glove to reveal…nothing. My blade clatters to 

the floor. “The shadow inside Marcus used to be a part of me, that is, we 

were a single entity. When the queen cut our tree open, we were no longer 

bound together. The dark half, if you will, first inhabited the queen herself, 

even after she gave birth to Marcus. For five decades she carried him 

inside her, and they fed off one another. Specifically, he fed off her 

strength and spirit and she fed off his powerful intellect. Marcus, half-

shadow already, had no choice but to submit to her will. Up until her 

death, she was the real evil behind every disappearance, every wrong done 

to this country.  Now, he’s inside Marcus.” 

“‘Death’? She’s dead? Everyone thinks she’s just ill.” 



“She’s quite dead. Marcus is keeping her corpse in his antechamber, 

feeding off it intermittently and preserving it with a swath of shadow.” My 

stomach flips as I imagine the king feeding off his own mother. How is it 

such a monster is alive in this world? “We will defeat him. Since the day 

my tree fell, people across this land have worked towards this end.” 

“You mean you’ve let fifty years go by? People have died, people 

have suffered! Why wait so long?” 

“Certainly you know there is a right time to strike.” 

“But fifty years?” 

“Your mortal mind is incapable of even imagining time in the way I, 

and the other Nameless Ones, measure our existence. Do not question my 

decision, it is done.” 

I almost snap back at this powerful being, but before I can open my 

mouth, my hand tingles with the memory of the Wayleaf breaking off the 

tree. I pull out the rolled leaf delicately and hold it before the Master of 

Shadows. He stands in silence, then hands me a length of shadow. 

“Wrap it,” he says, “I mustn’t touch any part of it, not until it’s time.” 

The shadow is cool to touch, similar to sandsilk but without the 

weight. If I were to press my fingers together, there would be nothing to 

stop them from touching, but at the same time I can wrap the leaf as the 

Master instructs. Perhaps my mortal mind is incapable of understanding 

such a material, I think sarcastically as I pass the Master the precious 

bundle. He secures it where I cannot see. 

“I brought this for you,” he says, gesturing to a bag leaning against 

the stone wall, “It will aid you during The Feast. Be warned: I have never 

offered this to any female before, not since one committed the ultimate 

anathema against my kind.” 

The queen! I open the bag to reveal armor similar to Knives’, armor 

I’ve admired my whole life. As I run my fingers lovingly over the 

lightweight shadowcloth (not true shadow, but as good as), I realize where 

the Master’s refusal to teach girls is based. I still resent him for his 

decision, though now I understand his reason.   

When I look up from admiring the steel plates concealed within the 

cloth, the Master of Shadows is gone. 

 

 

  



56: Knives 

 

 
North, south, east, west—wherever I go, home is best. The nursery 

rhyme Mother would recite comes to mind as we choose our path. To the 

south lies a large expanse of Delaterra, then Jerta. East is Eastport, then the 

sea, then Aurumesia. North is another large expanse of Delaterra, then 

Numar. West is the king.  

And west is where we’re going. In Burrowfield, we’re able to 

procure a small cart, just large enough for the two of us to sit side-by-side. 

A canvas canopy shades us from the sun and will keep off a light rain.  

It’s frustrating to take the same path we traveled just a few weeks 

before. Thoughts like, If only we’d known then what we know now, 

threaten to cross my mind, but I resist the urge to fruitlessly speculate. It 

does not matter, because we cannot change it. It’s that simple. 

Freya has been in good spirits, which eases my concern about her. 

First, being below ground for so long had turned her anxious and paranoid. 

Then, the shock from the attempt on her life nearly killed her. Too easily, 

Freya’s spirits could’ve broken, but she’s strong. The woman beside me is 

resilient and flexible, not hard and disciplined, but strong all the same.  

We make it to Anders by nightfall, and choose The Spotted Cow for 

our lodgings this time. It’s more expensive than The Brass Kettle, but we 

can’t chance another encounter with the ill innkeeper. 

There are more than a few travelers making their way to Adamantolis 

for the celebration, the “Midsummer Feast”, as they call it. It will be easy 

to blend in with them.  

 

  



57: Flora 

 

 
Stellon takes me to an abandoned cottage a ways off the road, nestled 

in some overgrown woods. 

“I heard about it from Hobb,” he explains, “We should be safe here 

for the night, so long as we don’t light a fire and make a lot of noise.”  

“Where will we sleep?” I ask. Then I notice a small bed in one 

corner. 

“You can sleep there. You should be warm enough rolled in your 

cloak with a blanket. I’ll sleep on the floor.” 

I’m about to protest, but Old Flora reminds me that it’s only proper. 

As much as I might want to lie beside him all night, we aren’t wed. 

The bed smells musty, but it’s a lot softer than the pounded dirt floor. 

Stellon lays on the floor right beside me, so close we fall asleep holding 

hands. He broke his curse. No, we broke his curse, his uncle said. But, 

how? 

 

When flame consumes flower, 

Atop a golden tower, 

The curse shall be undone, 

And you may join as one. 

 

*** 

 

I’m burning, I think, knowing I’m in a dream. I shake uncontrollably, 

jerking with the burning sensation all over my body. Then why do I feel so 

cold? I wonder, but it doesn’t make sense. My teeth chatter as I shake and 

shake.  

Suddenly, I roll over as the ground shifts beneath me. I fall into 

something warm. Warmth, I think, not fire. I hold the warmth close to 

myself, breathing in its lovely, comforting scent. The warmth wraps itself 

around me, too, holding me close to it. Within moments I stop shaking. 

Soon after, I sigh, happy.  

 

*** 

 

I wake in Stellon’s arms. There’s a brief moment of embarrassment 

as we rush to move away from each other, or maybe it’s just me rushing 

away from him, when we realize there’s nothing wrong between us. He’s 



all I have now, and no amount of propriety can change that. Old Flora will 

simply have to get used to it. 

I pull my blanket around my shoulders as I sit against the bed and 

bring my knees up to my chest. Outside of Stellon’s embrace, I’m cold 

again. 

“Adamantolis,” he says, bringing out a map and passing me a chunk 

of bread. “There, we will wait until The Feast nearly begins. It will be your 

job to help convince the men and women of the city to fight with us when 

the time comes, by telling your story publicly.” 

“And what if they won’t?” 

“Then we’ll die. After we’re tortured, of course.” 

Stellon’s words would’ve filled the girl I used to be with terror. But 

instead a sense of acceptance stills my beating heart. If I don’t speak out 

and do my part, then someone else’s family will be killed, then someone 

else’s. So I smile at Stellon and one corner of his mouth lifts in response.  

“There’s something I’d like to know, before then,” I say, “Just in 

case.” 

“What is it?” 

“The curse. Your uncle said we broke it. How?” 

“Does it matter? We could spend hours trying to figure out which 

flame consumed what flower, or where the golden tower was, if it was 

even real. If Duncan says it’s broken, I trust him. I don’t care how it broke. 

What I care about is knowing that my feelings for—” he breaks off as a 

flush creeps down his cheekbones. 

“Go on,” I say, smiling, “Your feelings…” 

“My feelings for you, Flora. I know they are true, and not just a wish 

or a dream. That’s more than enough for me. But…” 

“Yes?” 

“If you feel the same, tell me now. I don’t want to start this journey, 

because it may end badly, without knowing what’s in your heart.” 

“Stellon,” I say softly, “You know my heart. It’s yours.” 

I reach my hand out to him, but instead of holding it, he pulls me 

across the map and embraces me as we collapse on the floor on my 

blanket.  

“May I kiss you, Flora?” he asks. 

In answer, I bring my lips to his. 

 

*** 

 

Before noon, a farmer hauling an empty wagon passes us on the 

King’s Way. Stellon asks him if we can sit in the back a while. The farmer 

agrees, saving our feet for a few miles, until he has to turn off.  



We’re far from the only travelers on the road, though it’s impossible 

to tell who is simply a traveler and who is a Farmer, or a spy. So, we keep 

to ourselves, which suits us fine. It’s wonderful to have some time alone 

with Stellon, to speak to him as a woman to her man. With my hair 

covered, we look like any of the other travelers, any of the other couples 

walking together.  

We may be walking towards our deaths, but that does not weigh on 

our minds. With every step, we’re a little closer to Adamantolis, but we’re 

also closer to completing our goal. I am not filled with sadness or regret, 

and a small part of me wonders why. Instead, I’m filled with a sense of 

purpose. The determination in Stellon’s face tells me he feels the same. 

I hold his hand a little tighter. The future we want together is worth 

fighting for, and it’s only worth having if we win.  

 

  



58: Dagger 

 

 
The ball. I can’t believe how I must spend the night before The Feast. 

Dancing. Shivers of annoyance and fear race up and down my arms as 

Mother and I dress. I knew this was coming. I’ve known for days, but that 

doesn’t mean I could have ever actually prepared for it.  

“Don’t scowl, Dagriella!” Mother scolds from behind me. She’s 

arranging my hair in a way I never could. “You’ll ruin the work I’ve 

done.” I stare closely at her ‘handiwork’—the delicate dark lines that 

frame my eyes, the subtle application of powder to my cheeks and eyelids, 

and the colored oil she dabbed on my lips. 

I do not look like myself, and it terrifies me.  

“There,” Mother says, “You look beautiful.” 

“Does it matter?” I ask. 

“Yes,” she says simply, not explaining why. But, I know her well 

enough now to know she means it doesn’t matter just for the sake of 

aesthetics. Appearances are so important, I remember. Everyone must 

look as they should. 

Mother glances at my emerald gloves with pleasure. True, they match 

the emerald dress I’m wearing, but that can’t be the reason she’s smiling 

the way she is, with tears beading in the corners of her eyes.  

“What is it?” I finally ask, curiosity getting the better of me.  

“You brought something from home,” she says, shaking her head 

gently to clear her mind, “Now, let’s look each other over one final time, 

then we’ll head down to the ballroom. We mustn’t be late.” 

Mother wears a dusky rose color, more appropriate for her age, she 

says. Her hair is gathered at her neck in an elaborate net, shining with gold 

and jewels.  

The final accessory she places on me is the black mask from my 

vision. It sits delicately on my face, just big enough to cover my forehead 

and nose and leave the rest of my face exposed.  

“Only the unmarried are required to wear masks,” mother explains, 

“A tradition to protect your virtue, or some such nonsense.”  

We meet Lady Anabelle in the hallway, and make our way down 

together to another wing of the palace, to a line outside the Grand Hall. 

Mother whispers that we must wait to be announced before we can enter.  

We stand in line much longer than is comfortable, and I can’t help 

wondering, again, how everyone here can look so cheerful when they must 

be so miserable. My feet ache terribly, and I haven’t even danced yet! 



“Lady Rela Musselupke!” the herald announces, abruptly bringing 

me back to reality, “And her daughter, Lady Dagriella!” 

A few heads turn around to inspect us, but many of the people in the 

ballroom are occupied, one way or another. One head I recognize, as 

Grego makes his way towards us. 

“Lady Musselupke,” he says, bowing to Mother, “Lady Dagriella.” 

He takes my hand as he bows, and kisses it. I can feel his heat biting 

through my glove.  

“Sir Grego,” I say, dipping into a curtsy. My calves scream in protest.  

“I trust you’ll keep your promise?” he asks, as the orchestra begins 

another song. I smile to prevent myself from gritting my teeth as I nod, and 

Grego swirls me into the circle of twirling couples.  

We fly around the room as the music swells, commanding us to move 

to its rhythm. I barely have to think as Grego leads me through the not-

quite-familiar steps. I was worried he’d be able to tell how hopeless a 

dancer I am (after all, I never practiced more than I had to), but my body 

responds automatically to his cues. If I wasn’t so thrilled, I’d be scared.  

It’s not until the song is over that I realize how badly my body aches 

and how stuffy the room is. Strangely, the dance seemed to distract me, 

and I’m shocked when I realize that I actually enjoyed this distraction. So, 

when Grego asks for my hand again, I quickly oblige. 

“Make sure to dance with the other young men!” Mother titters as I 

gulp down iced juice. A warning. Of course—dancing with the same 

person all night would look suspicious.  

There’s a flash of annoyance in Grego’s eye when I decline his third 

offer to dance, though I apologize profusely. To my surprise, another 

young man takes Grego’s place almost immediately, asking for a dance. 

This one is a soldier, who I dare not refuse. I cannot see much of his face, 

but the lines around his mouth suggest frequent smiles or scowls, perhaps 

both. 

It’s harder to dance with the soldier. Perhaps I’m nervous to be 

around him because he’s not as good a leader as Grego. Whatever it is, the 

soldier does not ask to dance with me again. 

But Grego does. 

And so the night flies by, mostly with me twirling and swirling and 

spinning in Grego’s arms. The Feast is far from my mind by the time 

Mother and I retire for the evening, at the earliest appropriate time.  

 

  



Duncan 

 

 
“Madge, my dear, look there! Can you see them?” I rouse Madge as 

best I can, though she is still weary. I worry she will never fully recover. 

She slowly sits up and glances through the Sorcerer’s Spyglass, a spell of 

mine that creates a window in the air, allowing the viewer to see hundreds 

of leagues into the distance.  

“So many,” she murmurs before lying back down, “They will win. 

Don’t you think?” 

“Certainly! Especially if we help them. What say you, Madge? One 

last hurrah, then we can rest.” 

“Alright. If you can get us on one of those.” 

“Yes! I shall think of something. You just gather your strength, my 

dear.” 

She closes her eyes and immediately falls back asleep. I glance 

through the Spyglass once more, noting which of the flying ships is 

closest, before wiping the Spyglass away with a flick of my hand. All we 

need to do is get just a bit closer, then call it over to us.  

 

  



59: Flora 

 

 
The Cat’s Tale teems with people. I’m overwhelmed with the 

closeness of dozens of bodies as we push our way inside. A man calls to 

Stellon and we slowly make our way over to Hull, seated in a corner with a 

few familiar faces. 

“Yeh made it!”  he shouts, gesturing to the barmaid for more ale, 

“Was a bit worried yeh wouldn’t.” 

“It was easy, which makes me suspicious, of course. We just 

pretended to be farmers—” Stellon winks “—bringing in goods for the big 

feast tomorrow. No one batted an eye.” 

“There’s a ball tonight,” says Hull, “A private party for Marcus and 

his royal ‘guests’. Wouldn’t want to be in their shoes, not for anything.” 

We learn The Feast is tomorrow, for the king has sent criers 

throughout the city announcing it. The citizens of Adamantolis are 

brimming with excitement, since they believe this will be the biggest, most 

delicious feast yet. They have no idea.  

The Guard is far too busy to pay attention to another full inn, so 

we’re perhaps a little less careful than usual. Though our inn is full of 

Farmers, we still do not communicate as a group.  

Everyone knows the plan. We just need to stay alive until tomorrow 

to see it through.  

 

*** 

 

“Stellon?” I ask in the darkness, not sure if he’s awake. 

“Yes?” he whispers. We’re sleeping side by side, crammed onto a 

small bed, but the closeness is what I need. His breath tickles the back of 

my neck. 

“Do you think we’ll win?” I feel compelled to ask, even though I 

know there is no way to know for certain. 

He sighs, tickling my neck again. 

“It depends. If we attack alone, then no, we won’t. With the help of 

the Luna Knights and some of the city folk, it’s possible. And, if the 

whispers are true, that Jerta and Numar plan to attack with us, then I can’t 

see how we could fail.” 

“But we won’t know until tomorrow.” 

“Unfortunately. That’s why some of the Farmers do not want to fight. 

But…I don’t believe we’ll be alone. If the Jertans and Numarians want to 



keep their plans secret, they wouldn’t tell very many people about them, so 

it’s no surprise we haven’t heard anything for sure.” 

 I knew all this, but I needed to hear it again. It’s not exactly 

reassuring, but Stellon’s belief that many others will join the fight for our 

cause gives me a little hope. Enough to help me close my eyes and get 

some sleep, anyway. 

 

*** 

 

Gray clouds threaten to rain on us, which would thin the crowd that 

has gathered in the square. We have to act soon! 

The Farmers have been moving around the city since dawn, 

spreading the rumor that there’s an event in the square. Therefore, 

hundreds of citizens are crammed around us, facing the pyre eagerly. The 

pile of wood is for the bonfire tonight, but the irony does not escape me 

that this is where I will tell my tale. 

The crowd grows restless, so Stellon tells me it’s time. He helps me 

up onto a large log, where I stand before my countrymen. They quiet down 

and look at me expectantly. 

What do I say? Panic grips my gut as my tongue refuses to move. An 

image of Da blossoms in my mind, and I know what to say. 

“My name is Flora Delarosa!” I shout, reaching out to the people 

before me, “Some of you may have heard my tale, but for those of you 

who haven’t, just know that King Marcus ordered my home burned to 

silence a single man, my father, The Thorn. Over thirty people perished 

that night—“ 

“Lies!” someone shouts. 

“This en’t what we came for!” shouts another, “Give us the food!” 

The crowd starts to argue and fear begins to spread within me. We’re 

going to fail. 

“Do you even know why the king has thrown yet another feast?” 

Stellon shouts as he leaps up beside me. 

“Victory!” a few shout, to my horror. If we can’t sway this group, 

then our own victory will fail. 

I see a few of the King’s Guards try to shoulder their way into the 

crowd, but Farmers quickly dispatch them and drag their bodies away, out 

of sight. We don’t have much more time. 

“’Victory’, aye!” Stellon spits, “Against widows and orphans. They 

were making their way out of this cursed country for a better life in 

Numar. And the king saw them all slaughtered! Rebels? Not hardly. It’s 

time to face the truth. Marcus has fed you lies along with the savories he 

tosses at you every few weeks. Would you rather have a just kingdom and 



the opportunity of steady food for your families? Or are you content with 

lies and table scraps?” 

The crowd, miraculously, falls silent.  

“Look there!” a boy shouts, pointing a dirty finger to the sky. The 

crowd glances up, as do Stellon and I, to see a ship sailing towards us. A 

ship, in the sky? Impossible! Yet, as it sails closer, I hear sighs of wonder 

as we make out the woven basket that’s flying towards us. A handful of 

doves are tossed over the side…no, not doves, but papers. The pamphlets 

rain over us and I pick one up. 

I feel my face crumple as I read On Man and Freedom by The Thorn. 

Others in the crowd pick up the pamphlets that have fallen all around us. 

“What do they say?” a woman yells, her voice pinched with fear.  

“My father wrote these,” I say, holding his work close, “He believed 

in a better world for us, one built on freedom and trust, not terror. But 

Marcus doesn’t want a world like that. Marcus wants you to be afraid so 

you won’t challenge him. My father wasn’t afraid. He only wrote under 

the name ‘The Thorn’ to protect me and my household, but it didn’t work. 

My father’s ideas were too dangerous, too right for Marcus, so he had my 

home destroyed. Everyone I knew and loved died that night.” 

“What about you? How’d you survive if everyone else was killed?” 

“Don’t you know the story? She was turned into a unicorn!” 

The crowd starts to argue again, so I remove my veil. A sharp breeze 

snatches my hair and tosses it out to the side in long white waves. The 

Delarosa standard Stellon hung on the pyre snaps loudly behind us. The 

crowd quiets down, seemingly coming to the realization that they are faced 

with a truth and, along with that truth, an opportunity for a better future.  

“Seize her!” a guard shouts and soon there are lines of King’s 

Knights and Guards trying to make their way to the pyre. The crowd 

blocks them as a rope drops from the sky. 

“Hurry,” a dark face shouts from the basket floating above us, “Grab 

on!” 

Stellon puts his foot in the loop and holds the rope tight, pulling me 

into his arms. Then, we move up into the sky! I look down to see the pyre 

aflame, the red rose on my standard blazing brightly as another Knight 

tosses his torch onto the pyre. Tears blur my vision and I bury my face in 

Stellon’s chest.  

We land roughly on a bell tower and Stellon acts before I even have 

time to look around. He wraps the rope tightly on a sconce before the ship 

has time to move away. 

“Pull me down,” the dark face shouts from above, “Hand over hand.” 

I help pull as Stellon winds the rope around the sconce, slowly 

pulling the ship down to us. When it’s floating just ten feet above, the man 



inside tosses over a rope ladder, which he climbs down. A tall Jertan man 

stands before us, unsmiling. 

“Stellon?” he asks.  

“Who’s asking?” Stellon stands in front of me. 

“I am Kali, a friend of Dagriella. She said to rescue you, so I did as 

she bid.” 

“Dagger? She’s alright?” I ask.  

“Last I saw her, yes. Those papers I distributed came from her father, 

copies he has written over the years. Soon, you should see the ships of my 

countrymen on the horizon.  

“Dagriella is our profeta, our seer. She saw you in a vision, in the 

square below, and saw me rescuing you. She also saw your future, but she 

did not reveal that to me. Only that you must not fight—you need to 

survive.” 

“Not fight?” Stellon asks, shocked, “That’s all I’m supposed to do!” 

His hand is on his sword. 

“Listen,” Kali says, hands raised, “It will be over soon. My 

countrymen will arrive shortly, and look—see there? The Numarian navy 

should dock at the Royal Harbor at any moment. They will secure the 

lower city.” 

“But—” Stellon tries again. 

“Your Farmers,” Kali interrupts, “are not alone on the ground, either. 

See those men in black, sneaking in the shadows? Those are Luna Knights. 

Some will secure the Adamantolis temple and some will work with the 

Farmers to secure the city. Your speech, Lady Flora, will inspire many to 

fight for our cause.” 

“How can you know all this?” I ask in disbelief. It can’t be this easy! 

“Dagger saw it all. She told me what I needed to know, which I am 

telling you. It is very simple, you see: Marcus ends today.” 

 

  



60: Dagger 

 

 
Mother let me sleep late, which is allowed the days following balls 

and parties. I would be angry, but I needed the rest.  

My muscles protest all movement as I sit up and swing my feet over 

the side of the bed. Mother looks up from her mending when I groan, 

concern on her face. 

“Are you alright?” she asks. 

“Ungh,” I reply, my head a bit foggy. I don’t want to move at all, but 

the realization that today is The Feast snaps my body to attention.  

Biting back more groans of pain, I start to stretch my tired and sore 

muscles. It will take a lot of work to feel back to normal, and I need all my 

strength and agility today. 

Mother sighs and returns to mending the green gown, which is a little 

worse for wear after last night, while I exercise. After fifteen minutes, my 

body hurts a little less, and I intensify my movements. When I’m limber, 

hot, and sweaty, I finally partake of the breakfast Mother ordered for me 

before I woke up. It’s now cold, but I gulp down the porridge and ham.  

“Tea?” I ask, not seeing any. 

Mother pours me some from the pot sitting on her desk. It’s still hot, 

and the warmth that travels down my throat to my stomach feels good. I 

sigh, content.  

 

*** 

 

Since breakfast, a knot has slowly tightened inside me. I pace 

Mother’s chamber in anticipation while she mends a hem on the rose 

gown. How can she be so calm? With every footfall, a feeling of not yet 

echoes in my mind. After lunch, which sits heavy in my stomach, I don the 

special armor the Master of Shadows gave me in preparation for this 

moment. Now, I just have to wait for the right time.  

“Dagriella,” Mother says, not looking up from her work, “Sit down. 

You know what you need to do, and you know when. Why don’t you do 

some of the breathing exercises your father showed you?” 

She’s right. I know the plan and she knows the plan, pacing about it 

does nothing. I sigh and take a seat on the floor, crossing my legs. Find 

your center, focus on it. I breathe deeply in, out, until I find my core. 

There. I feel my essence pulsing within me, a soothing rhythm that sends 

waves of balance throughout my body. I breathe to the rhythm, cleansing 

my conscience and invigorating my purpose. I’m ready. 



I open my eyes and meet Mother’s—it’s time. I embrace her quickly 

and tell her to stay safe. Mother knows what’s going to happen now and 

the safest spot for her is this room. 

 Not long ago, I resented her and almost hated her for leaving our 

home years ago, never knowing her sacrifice to try and keep our family 

safe. In the past few weeks, I’ve come to know a new Mother that I could 

not bear to lose. Feelings of guilt push up from my tightly-wound middle, 

knowing just a month ago I truly believed I wouldn’t be sad if Mother 

died, but I push them back. Now is not the time. 

I sprint down the hall and am pleased to see it empty. Mother’s quiet 

warnings must have made the rounds, or perhaps it is part of the prophecy 

that the innocent feel inclined to stay safe inside this day. Whatever the 

reason, I’m just glad they’re out of the way.  

A cascade of white catches my eye and I recognize the papers from 

my visions, swirling down from the heavens. I look up and see Kali’s ship! 

He will soon rescue Stellon and the white-haired girl. Ash…Lady Flora. A 

feeling like dizziness buzzes through my mind, and there’s a moment 

where I confuse what will be with what is happening now, so I shake my 

head and clear my sight.  

My feet carry me down and down and down, my ears listen for 

guards and my eyes search for pieces from my vision. I don’t think, I just 

do. My hand reaches for a throwing knife, and I barely look before I hurl 

it. I open my eyes and take a moment to ground myself in now. The 

dungeonmaster’s look of shock slides from his face as he sinks to the 

ground, my blade tucked in his neck. My nostrils flare with the stench of 

so many filthy bodies kept in such close, heinous quarters. Hanging 

lanterns barely illuminate the space, while hands without fingernails reach 

from cages and moans echo all around.  

I know there are no other threats, but I search the torture chamber 

anyway. There, I find a hole in the ceiling near the wall, with bloodstains 

on the ground below it. Nearby is a large butcher block with all the 

implements for carving meat. My shoulders convulse as I shiver, and 

tingles of fear and wrong race up my arms and legs. The room is clear. 

I have to roll the heavy dungeonmaster over to find the keys strapped 

to his belt. The floor is slick with his blood and my boots slide in it.  

The moans stop as I approach the cages and unlock the nearest one, 

with a man capable of standing inside. 

“Who are you?” he wheezes. 

“I bring your freedom,” I say, then shout, “Today, we end Marcus! 

All who are able and willing, I ask you to fight with us today. Soon, the 

palace will ring with the clash of blades and shouts of triumph, for tyranny 

ends today!” 



I don’t know what I expected, cheers perhaps, but I hear only 

whimpers. A few of the prisoners break down and sob, while others mutter 

that this is yet another trap. Trap? Anger races through me—I just set 

these people free! I unlock the rest of the cells as quickly as I can. 

“You can stay here and rot, or grab something sharp and escape with 

your life,” I say to them all. Some tentatively open their cell doors, but the 

majority remain huddled in their corners, crying. I opened over twenty 

doors and some cages had as many as ten prisoners. A sizable force, if 

only they’d find their spines! “My name is Dagger Musselupke. I don’t 

exactly have time to give you all a stirring speech, but maybe you’ve been 

down here for years and have no idea what’s going on. The dungeonmaster 

is dead, see? The castle is in a panic because the Jertans are moving in for 

an attack. The halls are empty since the guards are busy rousing the 

soldiers, all drunk from the ball last night. Now’s your chance to live 

again!” 

“We been down ‘ere so long, we forgot ‘ow to live,” a woman says. I 

find the speaker and make my way towards her. I hadn’t noticed that some 

of the prisoners are women, with their bald heads and shrunken breasts.  

“Have you forgotten how to die?” I shout, “Two things could happen 

if you come with me: you’ll die, which I can imagine would be a welcome 

mercy, or you’ll live. You could be reunited with your families! How can 

you all just—” A loud boom interrupts me, shaking dust loose from the 

ceiling. “On second thought, you may just die here. Make your choice.” 

I turn to leave, on the edge of screaming in frustration, when I hear 

the squeak of rusty hinges behind me. A handful of prisoners ventures out. 

One lifts his chin and stares at me before bowing his head. He’ll lead them. 

Meanwhile, I need to see what’s causing the noise! Another boom hits 

while I run up the stairs. It sounds like it’s coming from one of the 

ballrooms, but that doesn’t make sense. 

“Lady Dagriella!” someone shouts, and I nearly trip. I snap my head 

around to see Grego. “What are you doing here? You should be safe, with 

you moth—” 

“Dagger!” I snap, all pleasantries forgotten, all falsities thrown aside, 

“My name is Dagger. I’m not who I seem.” 

“No, on the contrary, I think I know exactly who you are now…you 

just did such a good job convincing me I was wrong—” 

“This isn’t the best time—” I say, turning away to continue down the 

hall.  

“Of course, you’re right—” 

“Are you going to come with, or stand there?” 

In answer, Grego starts running beside me. Even though I told the 

prisoners the palace would be empty, I’m worried that it’s simply too 



empty. There’s something else going on, something that has to do with the 

loud— 

“Oof!” The next boom knocks us on our backs. I lie on the stone 

floor a moment, stunned, when Grego’s face appears above mine and he 

helps me to my feet. 

“It’s coming from the Grand Hall,” Grego says, “Should we look?” 

I hesitate a moment: if whatever it is can knock us down from so far 

away, then what can it do to us if we’re in the same room? 

“We better.”  

The giant doors to the Grand Hall are around the corner. Brilliant 

light seeps through the cracks as we approach. Grego and I share a 

panicked look of wonder before we push the doors open. 

 

  



Master of Shadows 

 

 
The darkness in Marcus has the advantage of a corporeal form. 

Though in these fibers I have the shape of a man, beneath them I am 

nothing but pure energy.  I must draw him out of his shell first, only then 

can I attack what was once part of me. 

The bundle the girl gave me burns, even though it is wrapped in 

shadowcloth where it is hidden within my robes. He mustn’t know about 

it, not until it’s too late for him. 

“It is strange that we have to communicate aloud, is it not?” Marcus’ 

voice slides over me like the flat of a blade. 

“It is. True, our bond was broken, but that doesn’t mean we must 

always be separate. Join with me again, and together we’ll accept 

Oblivion.” 

“No!” he hisses, and Marcus’ eyes grow dark, “Don’t you see? No, 

you couldn’t! You’ve floated around like a shadow on the wind, and here 

I’ve tasted the true power of flesh! Join me, and we can accomplish even 

more.” 

“To what end?” We’ve started circling the hall, our voices easily 

reaching one another. Marcus steps over a corpse, one of several littering 

the floor. All the guards, perished, just to gorge his power. “Have you 

never wondered why you crave flesh, why you need it to keep your 

strength?” 

“You are weak!” he spits to the side, the mouthful of blood spraying 

down his rich robes and leaving spatters around his lips. Dark red on stark 

white, punctuated by black, pulsing eyes. He lifts his hands and his 

shadow extends beyond his mortal frame, slicing towards me. I contract, 

dropping my robes and the precious bundle onto the floor, and launch 

myself towards the ceiling. If my suspicion is correct, I’m now invisible to 

Marcus’ eyes. The shadow will have to emerge to hunt me. “You can’t 

hide; I can smell your fear.” His gaze scours the room widely as his 

shadow arms slice the air rhythmically.  

“Fear?” I shout from above, drawing his attention. “I have never been 

afraid. Do you think that’s why I can hold my form together, and you must 

contain yourself within a mortal?” I dodge a swipe, not really wondering 

what would happen if he actually made contact. I won’t let him do it. 

“Not any mortal, a king. Before that, a queen. I have shaped this land 

and its people, I have made history!” 

“Have you forgotten the years in our tree? How we—” 



“Waited and watched, waited and watched, it’s all we did!” Marcus 

spreads his arms wide and sends out a wall of his shadow. I narrow my 

frame and pierce my way through, almost all the way to Marcus himself, 

but stop myself in time. The shadow must leave voluntarily, or else my 

plan won’t work. “I know what you’re trying to do.” 

“I would expect nothing less from he who was once part of me.” 

Marcus’ face contorts, and he sends out another wall of shadow. This 

one cracks the plaster in the room and dust rains from the ceiling, coating 

my form. Marcus smiles as red seeps from the corners of his eyes.  

“I will end you!” His shout echoes around the room and more dust 

falls from the ceiling.  

“Why?” I shout back, cracking a whip of my essence through another 

wall, “You’re only ending yourself. If I perish, you will, too.” 

“No!” He throws out one last wall of shadow before hunching over, 

his mortal frame exhausted, “No, no.” 

“Leave him, and face me. Or, join with me.” 

“No, I won’t.” His skin is taut on his face, every bone visible beneath 

the thin layer. Red streams out of his eyes, ears, nose, mouth, and every 

fingernail. He overestimated this form. His black eyes search desperately 

for more fuel, and I see the moment when he believes he can consume me. 

Marcus stands sharply erect and his limbs jerk as the shadow prepares to 

withdraw. With a great snap! Marcus’ head hits the space between his 

shoulder blades and the shadow rushes out of his mouth in inky streams to 

hover in the air before me.  

I find the bundle and lie in wait, knowing the moment is near.  

“Join me,” I say again, giving him one last option to choose the right 

path. 

“I have no choice now, meia,” the shadow says, the Jertan word for 

‘half of one whole’, but I know he means to trick me. Very well, I plan to 

do the same.  

For the first time in half a century, I reveal my true form: the room 

brightens as my luminescence expands, an equal opposite of the shadow’s 

smoky tendrils. We are two halves of one whole, meia and meio. Light and 

dark, noble and malevolent. We were never meant to be torn in two. 

I hold myself open, so that we may join, though I know he means to 

strike me and gorge upon my essence. He floats closer, slowly, to appear 

contrite and harmless. I expand just a bit further, ready to embrace the 

attack. 

He lunges, I contract. With a flick of my reach, I hurl the Wayleaf 

open and there’s a moment of panicked realization, from both of us, as the 

leaf wraps around us and binds us together once more, tighter and tighter 

with every pass. 



No. Yes. It’s a pain like no other as my individual conscious is forced 

to meld once more. I hesitate just a moment, resentment threatening to 

overwhelm my last moment of solitude, before I accept that my nature will 

again always be a balance of good and evil. The leaf tightens once more 

before it begins folding, over and over again. We are finally pressed 

together to the point where we can no longer be separate. The shadow 

desperately tries once more to escape, but he escapes into me, and I into 

him, and we are no longer two. We become me.  

 

  



61: Dagger 

 

 
Dark and light swirl together, entwining but not mixing. The light 

flickers and the Wayleaf unfurls around the dancing mass, binding them 

together. Tighter and tighter, the leaf wraps as a wind rises in the Grand 

Hall, circling the Wayleaf and ripping at my hair. I can’t look away as the 

leaf starts to fold, tighter and tighter, until I sense a snap and the leaf falls 

to the ground. It lands on the Master’s shadowcloth. A seed.  

It’s perhaps as big as my hand, oblong, and pointed at both ends. The 

speckled brown color reminds me of the Waytree’s trunks. I reach towards 

the seed, tentatively, but Grego snatches it up!  

“Give it to me!” I glare at him, my hand on my blade. 

“I will not. You’ll listen to me, if you know what’s best for you.” 

“I don’t play that game. Either you give it to me, or I’ll fight you!” 

“Tsk, tsk, Lady Dagriella. That’s no way to talk to a gentleman.” 

“You’re no gentleman, you snake—” Grego’s mouth twists and he 

tucks the seed away in a pouch attached to his belt. Then, he draws his 

sword. 

“I’ve heard tales about you, how you love pretending to be a man. 

Makes me wonder if you got lady bits between your legs, or a little cock 

instead!” I draw my blades and deflect Grego’s blow. “I knew the moment 

you failed my test. You were up to something.” 

“Give me the seed, and you’ll leave this room alive,” I warn him 

again, not wanting to kill him for some reason, “Though I can’t promise 

you’ll leave whole!” 

Grego is more skilled than I thought, but likely I’m surprising him, as 

well. We dance around the same room we danced together in last night, 

though this time it’s a dance to the death and our feet are challenged by 

chunks of plaster and the occasional body. At some point, I admit to 

myself that I cannot best him hand-to-hand, and throw a star in his chest 

the next moment. My hand must’ve doubted my mind, for the star does not 

sink deep and Grego removes it with a tug and tosses it aside. He comes at 

me aggressively, slashing with such force that I would lose whatever part 

of me that got in his way, so I sprint across the room, leaping over three 

corpses and a large crack in the floor before throwing a knife, hard.  

Grego stops, stunned more than anything, as he notices my poisoned 

stiletto buried deep in his belly.  

“You…you actually…” he sinks to his knees, then slumps to his 

right, leaning against a fallen chandelier, “Why?” 



He knows it’s a mortal wound. Tears start running down his face as I 

make my way over to him slowly. He’s not dead yet, and dying men are 

often desperate and unpredictable.  

“I warned you. It’s not my fault you didn’t believe me.” I stop a few 

feet from him as complicated emotions surge through me. Just last night 

we had danced around this room in a very different way, in a way that had 

made me forget about my training for a few moments. My eyes are on his 

face and I see when he stops looking at me and focuses behind me, instead.  

“I have it,” he shouts to the two guards cautiously entering the hall, 

“Take care of her.” There is blood on his lips as I close the distance 

between us and reach for the pouch with the seed. But he knew I would do 

that. With purpose only dying men possess, Grego draws his knife and 

stabs it into my hand clutching the pouch. I grit my teeth to hold in a 

scream and cut the pouch free. Grego’s knife went through my hand and is 

pinning it to the seed. My right hand. 

The two guards are clearly disturbed by the bodies of their fallen 

brothers, but not enough to stop them from advancing towards me. I throw 

a star with my left hand, but it goes wide. No good. I tug at the knife in my 

hand, but a wave of pain clouds my vision with tiny black dots. I throw my 

last star with a plea to Luna, and am relieved when it sinks into one 

guard’s face. He drops his sword and screams as his split eye gushes blood 

and milky fluid. 

However, this only spurs the other guard into action. He comes at me 

with his sword, and all I can do is dodge while cradling my right hand. My 

feet are far lighter than his, so I manage to maneuver away again and 

again, but I don’t know how long I can keep it up, for I’m leaving a trail of 

blood behind me. I hop over a large chunk of plaster, but my right foot 

gets caught in the crack in the floor, and it gives way beneath me. I draw 

my last blade and look up to see the guard poised above me, balanced on 

the chunk of plaster. He takes a moment to celebrate his victory, but it’s a 

moment too long. Before my eyes, an iron poker emerges from his chest, 

through his heart. He barely has time to realize he’s going to die before he 

does so and falls to the side, revealing one of the prisoners behind him. 

“Thank you,” I say to him, gently pulling my right foot out of the 

crack. He doesn’t respond, but he smiles widely enough to reveal no 

tongue among his toothless gums.   

I turn my attention to my hand. The knife is neatly embedded 

between my first and second knuckles. I wrap a cloth around the exposed 

blade between my knuckles and pommel, and grasp it firmly in my left 

hand. I could always just pull the knife to the side, cutting through my 

flesh, but I want to keep the injury as small as possible, especially since 

it’s my dominant hand. 



“Can you pull the seed off?” I ask the prisoner, who nods. Hopefully, 

his wiry strength is enough to do the job without damaging my hand 

further.  

He crouches beside me, and his stench fills my nose as he delicately 

grabs the seed in both hands and pulls gently. Waves of pain again roll 

over me, but I steady myself as he pulls, and pulls, until the seed slides off 

and I slide the knife upward, fast, but it’s too much. 

As the black dots multiply before me, I see the seed, swollen with my 

blood, fall out of the pouch and roll into the crack, down…down… 

Someone shakes my shoulder.  

“Ehh, ehh!”  

I open my eyes to see the prisoner leaning over me, pointing 

vigorously at the crack in the floor. The seed! Red and white mist stream 

up from the crack as the prisoner helps me to my feet and we back away as 

the ground starts to shake. Something rises out of the crack and climbs 

steadily upward. 

“A Waytree!” I shout to the prisoner, whose eyes are wide and 

gleaming. The tree reaches the ceiling and groans as it pushes its way 

through the plaster and stone, and up, up, up it goes! Swirls of white, red, 

and black move along the trunk, guiding it into the sky, higher and higher. 

I would watch longer, but the tree causes more cracks to splinter 

through the floor, so the prisoner and I run towards the door. My ankle is 

sore, but it’ll hold me up for now. Once we clear the hall, we realize we’re 

still not safe as the walls surrounding the doors crack, too, unable to 

remain stable on the churning ground. I grab the prisoner’s hand and lead 

him down the hallway and out into the gardens. There, we turn to see the 

entire wing of the palace collapse in rubble, and still the Waytree grows.  

 

  



62: Knives 

 

 
I stand outside the little country cottage we purchased with the 

Master’s gold. It’s a few miles south of the King’s Way, between 

Adamantolis and the Jertan border. Out of the way enough so that we 

should escape most notice.  

If The Feast fails, then we’ll flee to Aurumesia. We have more than 

enough gold to secure safe passage, though I greatly dislike the idea of 

sailing so far away. But, if it succeeds, Freya believes it is best to be close 

to the heart of the country, the Royal City. I agree—Rik is the true heir to 

two countries and far too young to know it.  

Numar can’t know he is alive, but they are in a much better position 

to rule without a king, for they have the Royal Numarian Council to run 

their country. Delaterra has no such safeguard in place.  

“What will happen?” Freya asks as I head inside. This is not for the 

first time she’s asked.  

“I can’t be sure,” I reply, “Chaos, at first. But once the dust clears 

we’ll have an opportunity to intervene. The Farmers and the Luna Knights, 

I mean. It is best to create a Council of ordinary men to rule the country 

until Teodorik is of age.” 

“Numar will not like that,” Freya says, “He is their king, too. Is my 

homeland never to have its sovereign back?” 

“In my mind, this is the perfect opportunity to set things right with 

the rest of the world. Marcus and his mother have spent years creating 

animosity between us and our neighbors. Now, we can promise peace and 

prosperity under Rik’s reign. There is a solution here.” 

If Freya was going to say more, she’s interrupted by a roar in the 

distance. We leave our cottage and turn our gaze to Adamantolis, the 

source of the sound. 

“Luna’s heart!” Freya exclaims as a giant tree rises above the white 

wall. “What is that?” 

Only one tree can grow that tall, a Waytree. How? 

“It’s a Waytree,” I finally tell her, joy burgeoning within me. “The 

darkness inside of Marcus came from such a tree when Queen Alvira cut it 

down. This…this must mean we’ve won!” 

 

  



63: Flora 

 

 
From our position at the top of the Luna Temple, we clearly see a 

portion of the palace collapse as a giant tree pushes its way upward.  

“Marvía!” Kali shouts as we step back in alarm, “The spirit has been 

contained!” 

“Then, it’s over?” I ask, not believing it, “Just like that?” 

“The spirit inside Marcus is no longer a threat, but we still have to 

win the city,” Kali explains, though his eyes shine with the satisfaction of 

victory. 

“Come,” says Stellon, pulling us to a hatch in the floor, “We must get 

through the Temple—” 

“Wait,” Kali interrupts, “It is not safe for her, or us. See?” He points 

in the distance as dozens of Jertan ships we’ve been waiting for appear on 

the horizon, sailing towards us on a high wind. In moments, they reach the 

city. Black arrows shoot over the sides as Jertan archers attack the King’s 

Guards in the streets below. 

One ship shoots fire and lightning and we worry, for a moment, that 

one of the King’s sorcerers managed to steal an airship, but then Stellon 

recognizes his uncle and Madge on board. The magic they launch from the 

ship drives the soldiers together so the Jertan archers can dispatch them. 

“They refuse to kill directly,” Stellon explains, “Unlike others.” He 

shrugs—they’re still helping to kill. 

“Look!” Kali points to the ground, where several Farmers have 

grouped together to fight a faction of the King’s Guard. The Farmers don’t 

wear uniforms and have weapons ranging from swords to scythes, but they 

all share a look of fierce determination, which the Guards lack.  

“We should help,” says Stellon, but again Kali advises us not to. If it 

comes down to it, he’d probably be able to overpower Stellon.  

“It will be over soon,” he says, “Besides, Dagriella said to keep you 

alive. She has seen what happened to you, and what will happen to you.” 

He looks at me, dark eyes deep with meaning I can’t quite comprehend. 

“But, our brothers—” Stellon tries again, and I see desperation in his 

eyes that must come from a familiar feeling of absolute powerlessness. He 

could do nothing for those women and children, I remember, and now he 

can do nothing for his fellow men.  

“Take us in your ship!” I tell Kali, “Let us help. We’ll be safe in your 

ship, won’t we?” 

Kali looks skeptical, but when he sees how desperate Stellon is to 

fight, desperate almost to the point of recklessness, he agrees.  



We knock down the crumbling brick atop the bell tower and load 

Kali’s ship with the rubble. Stellon seems content with this idea. Even 

though he won’t be fighting with the Farmers in the street below, he can 

still help keep them safe. 

“Lady Flora first!” Kali shouts from the ship after the last load of 

rubble is pulled up, “Steady the ladder as best you can.” 

Stellon holds the rope ladder taut as I grab on. Unlike the ladder 

beneath Hobb’s stable, this ladder is wobbly, and we’re so very far off the 

ground.  

“One step at a time,” Stellon tells me. 

I climb up and Kali hauls me over the side. Then, Stellon is beside 

me in a moment. Kali slices the rope holding us to the tower and up we go! 

“You will have to launch the rubble,” he says, holding various ropes 

in his hands that are attached to different parts of his ship, “I must guide 

the zepelin through the city.” 

Stellon and I nod, and each pick up a brick.  

“There!” Stellon says, pointing to a group of the King’s Guard hiding 

in an alley. They plan to ambush the Farmers! 

Stellon silently tosses his brick over the side, smashing one of the 

men below. We’re able to toss down three or four more, killing or injuring 

as many of the Guard, before they realize where the assault is coming 

from.  

I harden my heart, knowing I’m saving lives by ending others, the 

lives of the king’s men. Still, the bricks get heavier as I drop them over the 

side, one by one. Unlike the Jertans shooting arrows, we move mostly 

undetected until it’s too late for our targets to find shelter from our attack.  

We fly all over the city, passing other Jertan airships, until our supply 

of bricks and rubble is exhausted. By then, it’s clear we’re winning. 

 

*** 

 

When the sun sets, the fighting is over. Small fires and the great pyre 

in the square illuminate the city. The surviving Guard sits in the square, 

surrounded by Farmers, Jertans, and the Delaterrans we inspired to fight 

with us. Many of the king’s followers lie dead in the streets, their faces 

covered.  

Kali lets a little air out of the giant balloon that holds his ship in the 

air, and we descend into the city. We manage to land on the Luna Temple 

roof, where Kali ties his ship down and we all make our way inside. 

There are bodies within the Temple, too, as we pick our way through 

the Temple to the streets. Sisters and Knights loyal to the king and 

unwilling to join our cause took their own lives, or fought futilely rather 



than submit to capture. I feel numb, by now, each new death adding to a 

mental tally that I will never be able to forget.  

It’s heart-breaking, seeing so much death, especially since it aided 

our cause. Seeing the dead soldiers is bad enough, but seeing the 

commonfolk is even worse. They died believing in the wrong cause, and 

were unable to defend themselves as they fought for those beliefs. Then, 

there’s the damage to the city. Entire homes are burned to the ground and 

streets are filled with bodies and rubble. Did we destroy the city, too? 

“Are you alright, Flora?” Stellon asks. He places a hand on my 

shoulder and peers into my face. He knows the answer to his question, but 

he asked it all the same. I pause, and really think: am I alright? Could 

anyone be? 

“I suppose, given the circumstances, I am,” I reply, turning into an 

embrace, “We’re alive. We won. I didn’t expect this, honestly. I’m 

just…it’s hard to take it all in. Was this the right path, or was there another 

way to defeat Marcus without so much death?” 

“I’m afraid not,” he says into my hair as his arms tighten around me. 

His heart beats hard under my ear. “Only time will tell if our actions today 

are justified. If they bring an era of peace, as we intend, perhaps we will be 

judged fairly. That is my belief, that the future we fought for will be just 

and good.” 

Though I agree with him, now is not the time to celebrate, not when 

there are so many souls that have yet to cross the Void into Oblivion. 

Tonight, we mourn the dead. Comrade and enemy alike, each of the dead 

helped pay the price of our victory.  

Tomorrow, however, is a new day, one unmarred by tragedy. 

Perhaps, with Luna’s blessing, we might see the path to our future.  

 

  



Epilogue 

 

 
I look back at what we did, what we accomplished, with feelings of 

satisfaction and regret. It was over a decade ago, but I still think of it often. 

Did we do what we could, in the best way possible? As Stellon said, only 

time will tell.  

If I had to judge us today, I’d say we did the right thing by taking the 

city and destroying the king. We didn’t learn until later exactly how 

Marcus was taken care of, when we met up with Dagger and she explained 

what happened with the great Waytree growing out of the palace. It was 

almost unbelievable, if not for the colossal proof before our eyes. The tree, 

still in the same spot today, is taller than any tree I’ve ever seen, with a 

crimson stripe snaking its way up to the top. 

No one, actually, had the entire story. It wasn’t until all the factions 

met together near the base of the tree that we put all the pieces together. 

Again, it was difficult to believe the truths—some were so strange and 

miraculous. Undoubtedly, Luna was on our side. 

Stellon and I returned to Delarosa Keep after the Delaterran Council 

was formed. As a Defuego and the last Delarosa, both Stellon and I have 

new duties to the Kingdom, and sit on the Council as representatives for 

the people of Delaterra. All of the Families of Old sit on the Council, with 

members of the Luna Knights and Sisters, Farmers, Jertans, and an 

ambassador from Numar. Once we explained Marcus’ plans for Teodorik, 

Numar withdrew all hostile charges, and together we developed a plan to 

rule our countries as two nations with one sovereign, for the time being. 

Together, we believe we can restore Delaterra to its former glory.  

As for Delarosa Keep, Stellon and I have begun to rebuild. I don’t 

think I can ever look at these walls without deep sadness, but I could never 

live anywhere else. This is my home. This is where I belong. It takes 

strength to wake up here every day and choose happiness over despair, but 

that’s what I want. I want to be reminded each and every morning of the 

reason I decided to fight, the reason I killed. It takes strength to look at my 

actions and not dismiss them or wish them away, but to accept them as a 

part of me. I promised myself long ago that I would learn, and so I have. 

 

There are rumors on the wind, from across the sea, that Marcus’ 

children believe they have a right to the Delaterran throne. As of now, they 

are just words. Should a day come when we must fight again to protect 

Delaterra from darkness, we will be ready.  



With Stellon at my side, I know we can make our home a safe and 

encouraging haven for our children, the future of Delaterra.  

  



 

Jertan Dictionary 

 

 
Avana = (foster) grandmother 

Calma = calm, quiet, “shh” 

Clara = of course 

Estranzo = strange, otherworldly 

Gratsa = thank you 

Jara = daughter 

Marvía = great wonder, awesome 

Meia and meio = two halves of one whole 

Papi = father, “dad” 

Profeta = seer 

Qacheqol = head scarf 

Stragada = tainted 

Zerkar = knivesman 

Zepelin = balloon 

 

 

Other Foreign Words 

 

 
Crexana = short sword (Aurumesian) 

Matkustaja = traveler (Numarian) 

Qama = long, thin knife (Aurumesian) 

Riquexo = small cart pulled by a person (Aurumesian) 
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