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Part One: Full Moon

The One Who Speaks as Interpreted by the Silent 
Seer Velia Amenini

I once held dominion over all the world’s pleasures. At the 
behest of the intolerable Silent One, I brought joy to mortals 
beyond anything they deserved. They were comforted by me. 
They smiled, laughed, and cried out in ecstasy because of 
me. All the while I toiled in the empty prison of my charge, 
unacknowledged and unable to embrace the slightest caress 
of the wind. But then I found my way out—my dragons.

I forsook The Silent One’s foolish designs, shattered the 
mortals’ unwarranted hubris, and relegated them to suffer 
in the shadows as they should. Now I relish their desperate 
cries as my dragons burn and break them. Every moment of 
their terror is a joy for me beyond any satisfaction I ever gave 
them. I feel at last. 

But a cancer has grown among the few mortals who still 
languish—a city rebuilt in which they smile and walk fear-
lessly in the sunlight. If its contentment festers, it could 
undermine my order and satisfaction. I must venture once 
more into the mortal realm, crush their uprising, and return 
them to their suffering in the shadows, where they belong. 
Nothing stands in my way.





Chapter 1

I ko Phainor hadn’t thought about the end of the world for 
hours. He’d been waiting all week to see his six-year-old 

daughter, Casiena, and now that his night with her was 
almost here, he could think of little else.

But he had promised her mother, Theia, that he would 
not arrive at the half-collapsed, overgrown cottage she called 
home until aAer sunset. He’d paced his cramped room for 
the last several hours, glancing out the window every few 
minutes to urge the sun to fall faster. jlas, it seemed to 
slow down fiust to spite him. The hours dragged on until the 
sun znally touched the tops of the trees on the horiJon. Iko 
shouldered his smooth, hickory bow, hung his knife from 
his belt, and hurried down the nearby stairs. jt a brisk pace, 
he would arrive at Cas’s home fiust as darkness fell over 
the ruins of —ynsomnMthe very zrst moment Theia would 
permit him.

Iko looked skyward as he emerged from his old lakeside 
watchtower and scanned for any sign of danger. He found 
only the night’s zrst star, twinkling harmlessly against the 
darkening purple zrmament. That was hardly a surprise. 
The people hadn’t seen the dragon they’d named NiJur since 
the beginning of summer, nearly three months ago. That’s 
when he’d picked up poor Gella flunderson and taken her 
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above the clouds to drop her screaming into —ynsomn’s cen-
tral plaJa. j few of the others claimed to have seen him Oy-
ing toward the mountains as they’d scraped what remained 
of the girl into a nearby canal. Sther than that, there had 
been no trace of him.

Ktill, one could never be too careful with dragons. Iko has-
tened across the exposed grasslands on the eastern side of 
his home, slowing only aAer he reached the concealment of 
the forest and rubble that had once been the city of —ynsomn.

—ynsomn had been the crowning achievement of the Eing-
dom of Wkara before the dragons came. Hewn from the gran-
ite and pristine marble of the nearby Kepentrio Nountains, 
indulgent palaces, proud archways, and impossible, tower-
ing monuments had sprawled for miles. qater still gurgled 
through a labyrinthine network of affueducts to once-luxu-
rious bathhouses and the derelict waterwheels of millhouses 
and forges. jn ingenious sewer system still Oushed away 
zlth so people could pretend they weren’t people.

But despite —ynsomn’s architects’ beliefs and best eUorts, 
the city had always been mortal. It had fared no better than 
anywhere else against the dragons. qhat little remained of 
its grandeur dissolved silently into the tangled wilderness.

Iko cut through the ruins with ease. He’d been taking the 
same path to Cas every Katurday evening for almost two 
years now. He knew the surest way to stay out of sight of 
the sky, depending on the season, and which structures were 
stable enough to travel through without risk of being buried 
alive. Nost importantly, he knew the best ways to avoid any 
of the other survivors who lived there. Got counting Cas or 
Iko’s friend, Wlex, there were only twenty-nine of them. But 



FEAR OF THE SKY 7

most of them were drunkards and heathens, and Iko usually 
avoided unnecessary dealings with them.

Znfortunately for Iko, the others were as unpredictable 
as they were unpleasant. qhen he turned onto a street a 
half-mile east of Cas, the sight of three of them in his way 
stopped him in his tracks. j man and a woman reclined 
about twenty yards away against the trunk of an oak tree 
that grew where the sidewalk used to be. jnother man stood 
before them, slurring through a story that had something to 
do with someone falling into a canal. Iko couldn’t tell who 
the two against the tree were, but the storyteller was “ander 
Eeil.

“ander was about Iko’s age, thirty or so, but acted as 
if he were less than half that. He had a long red beard 
that was never ffuite clean and was particularly fond of his 
home-brewed moonshine. fliven his current hand-waving 
and inordinate volume, Iko suspected he’d been too fond of 
it this evening. The man and woman leaning against the tree 
laughed as the story reached its climax. They were drunk too.

Iko sighed. The only thing worse than idle talk was forced 
idle talk with drunks. He opted to go around to avoid them 
altogether. Keveral alleyways led to a parallel street that 
could get him to Cas almost as ffuickly. He stepped lightly 
toward the nearest alleyway while staying in the shadows.

“ander called out, !Si? That you, Eruick”Q
!Go. —ust me.Q Iko tried to keep moving.
“ander brought his hand to his ear. !qhat’s that”Q
Iko continued across the dark road without responding.
That seemed to bother the woman beneath the tree. !It’s 

none of the others,Q she said. !I think it’s a wretcher? “ander, 
where’s your knife”Q
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Iko spun toward the trio, worried the drunk imbecile 
would charge him. !I’m not a wretcher,Q he said, louder than 
he would have liked.

!Then who are you, and what’s your business”Q “ander 
said. He stepped cautiously toward Iko. Sne hand held a 
zlthy bottle of moonshine, and the other touched the knife 
on his belt.

Being that most of the others rarely leA central —ynsomn, 
“ander was probably as surprised as Iko was to run into 
someone else near the city’s periphery. He shouldn’t have 
been worried, of course. “ander knew everyone else in —yn-
somn, and there had been no new human faces there in years. 
Iko stepped out of the shadows to save him from any more 
angst.

“ander breathed a sigh of relief. !Iko.Q He took a swig from 
the bottle and spun around. !—ust the hermit?Q he said to the 
others.

!Nust you be so loud”Q Iko asked.
“ander either didn’t hear the ffuestion or didn’t think it 

was important enough to answer. !I thought she might have 
been right about you being a wretcher,Q he said. !Kome of 
them can talk human, you know. Heard it myself when I was 
a boy.Q js was usually the case with others, he didn’t know 
what else to say to Iko, so he oUered the moonshine.

Iko declined with a headshake.
The third person on the street, a man, shouted, !He don’t 

drink nothing strong, “anny?Q
Iko begged “ander, !Can you please tell him to lower his 

voice”Q
“ander straightened as if he’d fiust realiJed the danger his 

loud friend posed. He turned and shouted, !Yuieter, eh”Q He 
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gulped the moonshine, then beheld Iko as if he were a riddle. 
!Lou really don’t drink moonshine” qhat else is there to do 
all alone at the lake”Q

!Go, I drink it,Q Iko said. He wrinkled his nose at “ander’s 
unwashed stench. !But I prefer temperance.Q

!Temperance”Q “ander asked. !How do you make that”Q
The woman beneath the tree shouted, !Hey, get him to tell 

us what this says?Q
“ander lit up. !That’s right. Lou can read, can’t you”Q he 

asked Iko.
!I can, but I really must be going. I’m supposed to beMQ
“ander put his arm around Iko’s shoulder and guided him 

toward the others. !qe found this picture a while ago, and 
we can’t seem to agree on what it means. Vucky for us, there 
are words on it.Q He took another swig, then poked Iko’s 
chest with the bottle still in his hand. !That’s where you 
come in.Q 

!Lou need me to read the words on a picture”Q 
!That’s right.Q
Iko and the others had never understood each other very 

well. They constantly ffuestioned his interest in books, re-
ligion, and big words. He could not grasp how they were 
content to waste so much of their lives on gossip and triv-
ial pastimes without consideration for the most important 
thingsMthe things beyond their world. Thus, most of their 
interactions were strictly business. Iko wasn’t used to any-
one asking for anything except the potatoes he grew. But 
since none of them could read, he wondered whether his 
help in this instance could bolster their appreciation of the 
skillMand their appreciation of Iko. !I suppose I can do that. 
If we can be ffuick,Q he said.
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They gathered around a piece of a wall a few steps oU the 
street. Fines and weeds covered most of it, except where 
“ander and his friends had cleared them near the wall’s 
center to reveal a large, elaborate mosaic. 

Iko could fiust make out the image in the fading light. It 
depicted all kinds of chaos in a fiungleMpredators killing 
prey, a great Oood, and a zre among them. Sn the edge of 
the chaos, a human form peered longingly toward a barren 
mountaintop. Iko’s eyes widened. Got only was the mosaic 
ffuite beautiful, but it was almost certainly a religious work 
associated with Iko’s god, The Kilent Sne. He’d thought he 
knew where most of those mosaics were.

!qell”Q “ander asked impatiently.
Then Iko saw the inscription on the bottom and read it 

aloud. !House of the Ramily jkyla.Q
The drunks let out a collective groan.
!That doesn’t help at all,Q the woman said.
!jre you sure”Q “ander asked. !@ead it again.Q
Iko read it again.
!But what does it mean”Q the other man asked.
!I’m telling you,Q “ander said. He pointed toward the 

human on the edge of the wilderness. !He’s bringing all them 
animals to the mountain.Q

!qhy would anyone make a picture about that”Q the 
woman asked.

“ander shrugged.
!I’m not sure that’s it,Q Iko said. He pointed toward the 

mountain, eager to illuminate the painting’s meaning. jAer 
all, it wasn’t all that diUerent from the other mosaics he’d 
studied. !It’s allegorical.Q

“ander cocked his head. !jlle-what”Q 
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Iko clarized. !It’s not about what it looks like it’s about. 
The mountain and its peak probably represent the challenge 
of znding Kilence, andMQ

The woman snickered. !There he goes again.Q Khe shook 
her head. !Rorget your fairy tales. It’s obviously a volcano.Q 

Iko straightened, unsure of how to respond. 
!It’s not a volcano,Q “ander said. !There’s no lava.Q
!There’s zre?Q
Iko’s shock and embarrassment aAer being dismissed 

turned to anger, and he bit his tongue to keep from saying 
something he’d regret. He decided it would be best to leave 
the others to their debate. He was already behind schedule. 
!I really must be going,Q he said, backing away from the 
ffuarrel.

The other three didn’t react to Iko slipping oU ffuietly 
toward the parallel street. They kept zghting and cursing. 
He entered the nearest alleyway, and “ander and his friends’ 
bickering faded beneath the chirping of crickets and the 
trilling of a nightingale.

The street on the other side of the alleyway was one of 
Iko’s favorite spots in —ynsomn. qater Oowing from frac-
tures in nearby affueducts had Oooded the street and trans-
formed it into an idyllic stream. j pair of waterfowl Ooated 
a few steps away, unbothered as Iko came near, and a snake 
slithered from thick grass on the water’s edge. Thankfully, 
the mud alongside the stream wasn’t as sticky as usual. Iko 
would make better time than he’d anticipated. His mood 
brightened considerably, and within a few steps, he’d almost 
forgotten all about “ander and his friends. Then, much to his 
chagrin, the argument about the mosaic turned into a very 
loud shouting match.
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!It’s not a volcano?Q “ander yelled.
!It is? qhat do you know about art, anyway”Q
Iko couldn’t believe it. NiJur had been gone a few months, 

and the pair were acting as if the dragon didn’t even exist.
!Nore than you?Q
!I’ll have you know I’m something of an artist myself,Q the 

woman said.
“ander laughed.
Iko considered returning to the street to tell them to ffuiet 

downMfor everyone’s sake.
!Lou talking about those rotting Oowers thatM”Q
j startling hush came over —ynsomn. The insects stopped 

buJJing and chirping. The nightingale stopped trilling, and 
the waterfowl leaped from the water. 

Iko froJe. He knew exactly what the silence meant. His 
heart pounded, and he broke into a cold sweat. He scanned 
the twilit canopy overhead. 

The world shook so violently that he nearly fell into the 
water. Bits of stone and brick crumbled into the stream, 
sending frogs hopping into the grass. Znintelligible screams 
rang out, and a deep growl followed. It was as Iko had feared. 
NiJur had returned to —ynsomn at last, and he had found the 
drunken heathens.

The dragon wasted no time. Iko heard the spattering of the 
beast’s zre venomMthe stinking, Oammable liffuid would 
carry zre to everything it touched. Then NiJur started click-
ing the igniter gland in his throat.

Click, click, click...
The resulting explosion shook the world again. qhen the 

rumbling Oames dissipated, the screams had ceased. Rire 
crackled, and NiJur snorted. 
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Nore people screamed from farther down the road, and 
Iko realiJed that “ander and the drunks hadn’t been alone. 

Reet scraped over cobblestone behind Iko, and he turned 
around. j person on zre stumbled out of an alleyway and 
collapsed. He knew it was “ander as soon as he saw the zlthy 
glass bottle in his hand. 

Iko ran to him and grabbed his leA footMthe only part of 
him that wasn’t aOameMand started dragging him toward 
the stream’s cool water. The glass bottle rolled into the 
slow-moving current. qhen he got “ander into the stream, 
the water extinguished the Oames with a sharp, crackling 
hiss. Kteam rose.

j guttural bellow echoed through —ynsomn. The ground 
shook as NiJur approached. 

“ander was a mass of charred clothing and raw Oesh, but 
he was still breathing. Iko grabbed his wrists and pulled him 
out of the water and toward a nearby doorway. His legs ached 
from exertion as he reached a dark, damp room. Iko carefully 
positioned “ander in the corner so he wasn’t visible from 
outside. The world ffuaked again. Then silence.

Iko tried to control his panting and came to the edge of 
the door to peek outside. NiJur stood with one foot on each 
side of the stream, thirty or forty yards away, surveying the 
scene. He was an old, haggard dragon with grey-green skin 
that sagged on his seventy-foot-long form. Pointy spines 
ran down his back, past his folded wings, and to the very 
end of his whipping tail. Sut of his eight-foot-long skull, 
two ram-like horns protruded from behind his large, black 
eyes. He came to all fours, brought his long, bony snout 
to the ground, and growled. Iko wondered if he smelled 
“ander. The dragon stepped toward the men’s hiding spot 
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and looked into one of the other doorways. qhen he found 
nothing, he moved to the next.

Iko knew that the dragon would eventually znd him if he 
stayed there.

There was a mostly intact three-story home a couple of 
doors down. If Iko could get there, he could hide there. But 
the only way out of the room was the way he’d come in, and 
leaving that way would mean stepping in front of NiJur. Iko 
may have been able to dash out while NiJur wasn’t looking, 
but if he tried to drag “ander, the dragon would certainly see 
them and kill them both.

NiJur came several steps closer, and an odor akin to a 
rotting corpse zlled the air. The dragon must have been right 
outside the room. 

j primitive desire to survive urged Iko to OeeMto run as 
fast as he could to the three-story home, despite what he 
knew would happen if he did.

Then he noticed “ander’s moonshine bottle, stuck against 
a chunk of a wall in the stream roughly thirty yards away. 
He unshouldered his bow, nocked an arrow, and looked to 
“ander. The man was still breathing but unconscious.

Iko raised his bow. The weapon’s familiar weight calmed 
him, as did its creak as he drew its bowstring. He aimed, ex-
haled, and sent an arrow into the bottle. The glass exploded.

NiJur roared and whipped toward the sound. Iko dashed 
out of the room toward the three-story home and through 
its open doorway. He pressed himself against the wall and 
tried to catch his breath. jAer a few seconds of silence from 
NiJur, he knew the dragon hadn’t seen him.

He carefully climbed the stairs. He’d spent more time in 
this home than almost anywhere else in town, so he didn’t 
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have trouble navigating in the dark. That made it easier to 
stay ffuiet. 

qhen he reached the small room on the third Ooor where 
he had spent so much time, he reclined against the wall 
and peered out over the darkening ruins through a hole in 
the wall. j little less than a half-mile away was a small, 
tree-covered hill. Cas lived there. Keeing her hill unscathed 
comforted him, and he wouldn’t let it out of sight until the 
dragon leA for good. 

Sver the next hour, as Iko listened to NiJur search the 
area, he grew uneasy. The dragon was being particularly dili-
gentMmore diligent than he’d ever been before. He searched 
calmly and ffuietly, only letting out the occasional snort or 
growl when he thought he’d found something. js far as 
Iko could tell, he never found “ander. But he ignited his 
Oame once more, and twice Iko heard human screams. He 
wondered if the unusual diligence was because the dragon 
seldom found so many people in one spot. If NiJur suspect-
ed more people were hiding nearby, he probably wouldn’t 
leave until he thought he’d killed all of them. 

Go one had ever zgured out why dragons hated people so 
much. But from the moment they’d landed in the eastern 
kingdom of Falcharon from somewhere beyond the Wndless 
Kea zve decades earlier, it had been clear that they harbored 
an inexplicable hatred for every tribe, race, and kingdom. 
They hadn’t killed for food, as other beasts did. In fact, they 
rarely ate their human victims, preferring to eat deer, bears, 
and trolls. The witnesses of their arrival had alleged that 
the dragons did not sleep, eat, or mate during their initial 
assault. Instead, they devoted all their time to znding and 
killing every person they could. The hundreds of beasts had 
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worked together to destroy one kingdom at a time without 
discernible reason. Wven the grandest human armies stood 
no chance against them. jllegedly, they failed to kill even a 
single dragon as they tried to defend their homelands.

jAer bringing civiliJation to ruin, the dragons divided all 
the Gorthernlands and Kouthernlands among themselves. 
Gow, each one seldom leA its territory of a few hundred 
sffuare miles unless it was mating season. Iko didn’t think 
that any hunted with ffuite the ferocity as during their initial 
onslaughtMwhich made sense considering there was almost 
no one leA alive to huntMbut no dragon ever overlooked the 
chance to kill someone they came across. It had always made 
Iko feel something like a cockroach.

Iko listened for hours more as NiJur’s hunt grew unset-
tlingly ffuiet. He was only sure the dragon remained close 
since he still couldn’t hear any insects, owls, or other night 
creatures. He heard the faint trickle of water and the occa-
sional heavy footfalls. The tranffuility caused his eyelids to 
grow heavy. He was determined to keep watch over Cas, but 
the longer the dragon searched without incident, the harder 
it was to stay awake. j couple of hours before sunrise, the 
night got the better of him, and he fell asleep to the sound 
of NiJur purring contentedly on the road beneath him.



Chapter 2

“I ko,” a familiar voice whispered.

Iko opened his eyes. He lay on his side on the cold 
alabaster floor of the third-story room, looking through a 
hole in the wall at an overcast morning sky. The air still 
smelled of charred wood and dragon fire. 

Cas! 
Iko shot up and scrambled toward the hole. To his relief, 

her hill was untouched.
“She’s fine,” said the voice. “Mizur never got that far.”
Iko was glad to find Elex standing just outside the room’s 

entrance. 
Elex was the only person alive whom Iko considered 

his friend—and certainly the only person who would have 
known where to find him this morning. He was fair-skinned 
and portly, with thin blonde hair and a belly as soB as his 
heart. Gut he had lost some pounds in recent months, and 
his crudely stitched sack of a tunic wasn’t so tight anymore.

“Zlad to see you’re in one piece,” Elex said. “I was worried 
when Theia told me you never picked up Cas. Must have 
been rough being out here last night.”

Iko stood. The memory of the screams and Wander’s 
charred body hit him all at once, and he tried to shake them 
from his mind. “It was horrible.”
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“Might have been worse for you,” Elex said. “De didn’t 
find anyone else out here alive.”

Iko grimaced. “?id you find Wanderff”
Elex nodded and said in a somber voice, “Zot farther than 

the rest, but I guess he was too bad oY. Rou saw himff”
“Fight before Mizur landed,” Iko said. He didn’t have the 

stomach to explain the rest.
“It’s a shame. So many,” Elex lamented. He extended his 

hand and helped Iko up. “Come on. Cas’ll want to see you.”
“?ragon’s goneff” 
“Kor the last couple of hours,” Elex said. “He was at it all 

night.”
Iko scanned Elex for injuries. “Rou alrightff”
“Everything but my nerves. He never got close, but hear-

ing what he did was enough.”
Iko patted his friend’s shoulder and started down the 

nearby stairs. “Dho else did he findff” He leaned out of the 
hole in the second-floor wall and checked outside.

Elex was counting on his fingers when they started mov-
ing again. “Lruick said—”

“Lruick wasn’t with themff”
“He was supposed to be, but he was ill.” 
“Aucky him.” 
“I’d say so,” Elex said. “Aet’s see. It was Mister Pddai. 

Kruman—the younger one. Rou said Wander. Rou saw ?essa 
Fhamm... and... did I say Mister Pddai yetff” 

Iko waved oY the eYort. Jart of him didn’t want to know 
the rest of the names. “I’ll find out sooner or later.” He 
stopped before stepping outside to check for Mizur one last 
time.

“Gut it was eight. I know it was eight,” Elex said.
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P sense of inevitable doom arose from Iko’s gut, as it did 
every time Mizur killed someone else. Gut this time, it was 
worse. Mizur had killed eight people. In the seven years Iko 
had been in Nynsomn, the dragon had never come close to 
killing so many at once. He had always preferred to think 
that they could go on hiding forever—that eventually, the 
dragons would relent or go back across the sea. qow Mizur 
had shattered that false contentment. He’d reminded Iko 
that the few people leB alive were the last, futile gasp of 
humanity’s protracted and miserable demise. He hated the 
dragons for it—especially what it meant for Cas.

“Glast! I should know this,” Elex said, still trying to re-
member the names. He stumbled over a fallen brick as they 
emerged from the home.

The street they came to appeared as if nothing had hap-
pened the night before. P blessed oasis amid the carnage. 
They stepped under the trees.

“It’s fine, Elex, really,” Iko said. “De’ll find out, eventual-
ly.”

“It’s not that,” Elex said. “These people have just been 
killed, Iko. The least I could do is remember their names. 
Douldn’t you want someone to remember your name if you 
were killedff”

?espite thinking his friend shouldn’t have let something 
so small bother him so much, Iko simply nodded in agree-
ment. Caring too much about little things was something 
he’d always admired about Elex. “I was beginning to wonder 
if Mizur had gone oY to die.”

Elex’s voice lightened a little. “?id I tell you Lruick thinks 
he knows where he wasff”
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Iko smirked. “?oes heff” He considered Lruick a bit of a 
loudmouth who oBen pretended to know more than he did. 
Elex never seemed to learn.

Elex explained. “He says the Shuckwine boys found a 
bunch of dead wretchers in the mountains recently. Koreign-
ers.”

The strange notion caught Iko’s attention. qot even vile 
creatures like wretchers traveled much anymore. It was too 
risky, especially traveling in numbers. Zenerally speaking, 
once one found a suitable place to hide from the dragons, 
they stayed put.

“Koreignersff”
Elex  nodded,  seemingly  satisfied to  have  pifflued his 

friend’s interest. “He said there were two dozen. Half of 
them were ukori.”

Iko’s eyes narrowed. Dretcher communities always con-
sisted of two species, but their numbers were never split 
evenly. The child-sized, rodent-like wregs were simply more 
numerous than the much larger ukori. Iko remembered 
hearing stories of hordes of ukori hiding here or there as far 
back as he could remember. Geing that they were seven-feet 
tall, brutal, and loved consuming human flesh, such stories 
had always made for captivating gossip—but they’d never 
turned out to be true.

“Rou really should stop listening to Lruick,” Iko said. 
“?on’t you think it’s more likely Mizur just got tired of 
eating nothing but mountain goats and sheepff Dent some-
where with something more appetizingff”

“I’m telling you! Gennick Shuckwine saw the wretchers 
with his own two eyes. Said they have paint on their faces. 
Dhite paint.”
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“I see,” Iko said. He started walking again. “So, Mizur 
spent all summer in the mountains to kill a couple dozen 
foreign wretchers who paint their facesff”

“Dhy wouldn’t heff” Elex said.
Hearing the frustration in Elex’s voice, Iko dropped it.
Aess than ten minutes later, they entered Cas’s cottage. Ps 

usual, everything inside had some sort of garment or blanket 
draped over it—the table, the cast-iron stove, and every chair 
included. Cas’s mother, Theia, was a prolific seamstress. 
She’d made just about everything worn by the survivors in 
Nynsomn. Much to Iko’s chagrin, he didn’t see Cas anywhere. 
The room appeared empty.

“Casienaff” Iko said.
Keet shuQed in the back bedroom.
Iko asked, “Casff Is that—ff”
“Ouiet, you fool,” growled the dark-haired, bearded man 

who stepped out of the bedroom. “Rou’ll wake them.”
Iko’s eyes widened in disbelief. The man was Fog Gurnok, 

and he appeared to have just woken up. Iko had known that 
Theia had been with Fog for a few months, but he had not 
suspected that the brute had been sleeping in the same cot-
tage as Cas. The thought of it made his skin crawl. Fog had 
always carried himself with unwavering but unwarranted 
confidence, and Iko detested his unthinking assertiveness. 
Gut the others admired it enough to treat Fog as their leader.

“Dake themff” ffluestioned Elex.
Fog nodded toward Cas’s straw mattress in the room’s 

corner. Unly then did Iko notice Theia sleeping there with 
her mouth gaping. Cas’s tangle of dark curls flowed from 
beneath the tightly wrapped cover they shared.
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Fog indicated the door, and Iko and Elex stepped back 
outside.

Unce they were out of earshot, Fog explained. “Mizur kept 
them up all night, and they’ve just gone down. It’ll be hours 
before they’re up.” He glared at Iko. “Anless someone wakes 
them beforehand.”

“How was I supposed to knowff” Iko asked.
Fog folded his arms and didn’t answer.
“Have you got word about anyone else last nightff” Elex 

asked. “I mean, other than the eight me and Lruick foundff”
Fog shook his head. “Everyone else is accounted for. Iko 

here was the last I was unsure of.”
“Dell, here I am,” Iko said.
“Zood for Cas,” Fog said. “Rou can come back for her 

around noon. Ur wait, if you want. Uut here. Aike I said, it’ll 
be a while.”

“I don’t mind waiting,” Iko said.
Fog nodded, and Iko expected him to turn back toward the 

house. Instead, he stood there silently as if he had something 
else to say.

Elex seemed to sense it, too. “Dhatff”
“I’ve had several discussions this morning about Zelida.”
“Zelidaff” Iko asked. The desolate area in the mountains 

was known for its caves but little else. 
Fog nodded. “Everyone else thinks it would be a good 

idea.”
Iko’s eyes widened when he understood Fog’s meaning. 

“Rou mean moving to Zelidaff”
Elex shrugged. “Jrobably safer from Mizur.”
Iko struck Elex’s shoulder. He couldn’t believe his friend 

approved of the idea.
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Elex rubbed his shoulder. “Dhatff”
“Dhyff” Iko asked Fog. “De’re as likely to be killed by an 

arcanotaur there as the dragon here. Pnd how would we ever 
grow enough foodff Zet waterff”

“Pn arcanotaurff” Fog asked, shaking his head. “Come on, 
Iko. Even if there are any there, they wouldn’t approach such 
a large group.”

Iko knew he was probably right. Prcanotaurs were car-
nivorous bipedal bovines that were ten feet tall—a primary 
reason most people in Nynsomn were scared to go to the 
mountains. Gut as far as Iko knew, no one had ever actually 
seen one this far west. Gut that was hardly the only danger 
in the mountains. He remembered Lruick’s face-painting 
wretchers. Dhat if he’d been telling the truthff Then there 
were the problems of growing food, hunting, and acffluiring 
water. He was shocked that Fog dismissed those challenges 
so readily. He was acting on impulse, and Iko worried the 
others would blindly follow the loudest voice, as usual.

Uf course, Iko had other concerns about moving to the 
caves. If he had to live so close to the other survivors, he 
doubted he’d ever have enough peace and ffluiet to read, 
think, and pray. P day would not pass without his having to 
endure mockery, gossip, or drunkenness.

“Dhat about the foreign wretchers who’ve been crawl-
ing around up there as of lateff” Iko asked. “The wretchers 
Lruick sawff”

Fog tilted his head. “They were all dead,” he said. “Aook, 
everyone else I talked to agrees it’s for the best. De’d figure it 
out. De have to. It’s obvious Mizur knows we are here now.”
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Iko motioned toward the empty sky. “That’s not obvious 
at all. ?on’t you think he’d be here right now if that were 
trueff”

Fog scoYed. “Rou don’t know what Mizur is thinking.”
“Gut you doff” Iko asked.
Fog’s eyes hardened. “I’ll tell you what. Rou can stay here 

by yourself, just as you like. qo one would miss you, and I’ll 
take good care of your little girl. How’s that soundff”

Iko grew hot with anger. Elex’s hand came to his shoulder.
Fog spat on the ground, flexed his calloused hands, and 

turned back toward the home. “I think we will be going, and 
I’m asking the Aotherins to join us,” he called out. “Maybe 
you’ll prefer their company.” He disappeared into the house.

“The Aotherinsff” Iko repeated. He turned to Elex. “Dhyff 
Mizur hasn’t attacked them, has heff” 

The Aotherins were the only other people anyone in Nyn-
somn was sure were still alive. They lived a half-day north, 
in the Aotherin Dood, and they were all heathens too. Iko 
didn’t think them any worse than those in Nynsomn, but 
adding more people to a small space was never a good idea 
in a dragon-ruled world. Fog’s decisions kept getting worse.

“It might not be so bad,” Elex said.
Iko cocked his head. “Rou want to leave everything we 

have hereff Dhere we surely have it better than anyone else 
the dragons haven’t foundff Clean water. Jlenty of places to 
hide. The library!”

“Eight people, Iko. In one night,” Elex said.
“It’s shortsighted,” Iko said. “They’ll all be begging to 

come back in less than a week. I won’t be going, and neither 
will Cas.”

“Ha!” Elex said. “Theia would never allow that.”
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“She might. It’ll be safer here if it’s just us,” Iko said. He 
was trying to convince himself as much as Elex.

Elex shook his head. “qot if Fog says it won’t be.”
Iko rolled his eyes. “Dho cares what Fog saysff”
“Theia, apparently.” Elex put his hand on Iko’s shoulder 

again and spoke kindly. “Rou can’t take a six-year-old girl 
from her mother, Iko. qot even your own daughter.”

Iko didn’t answer. He walked down the hill sulking and sat 
against the trunk of an oak so he could see when Cas came 
out of the house.

Elex sat beside him. “If it helps, I heard a while back the 
Aotherins had a couple of new young women among them. 
Lruick says they’re pretty.”

Iko raised his brow. “Dhere have they come fromff”
“Aychonica, I think.”
Iko frowned. “Everyone from Aychonica is a—”
Elex raised a finger toward his friend, cutting him oY. 

“?on’t say it.”
Iko’s mouth hung open as he struggled to come up with a 

kinder description for the average Aychonican than heathen. 
Kor the last several months, Elex had scolded him almost 
every time he’d used the word. He had insisted that speaking 
more kindly of the others when they weren’t around would 
help Iko get along with them when they were around. Iko 
wasn’t sure that would work, but he had promised to try.

Elex shook his head and said, “?o you call me such nasty 
names when I’m not aroundff I don’t understand much about 
your Silent Une either, you know. Pnd I can’t read.”

Iko looked surprised. “Dhatff qo, not at all. Rou’re diYer-
ent. Rou know that.” 

“Dell, maybe the pretty girls are different.” 



KRISTOPHER ACKOURY26

“Maybe.”
“Aook, I just meant to say that Zelida might not be as bad 

as you think,” Elex said.” Maybe it’ll be good for you. Rou’d 
get to see Cas more.”

Iko didn’t believe that. If Theia could figure out a way to 
keep Cas from seeing him more than she did, she would.

He dropped his head back against the tree and closed his 
eyes. Dhatever the perks were of moving to Zelida, they 
probably wouldn’t outweigh the dangers and unpleasantries. 
Fog couldn’t have been that serious about the matter. Jer-
haps another couple of days without Mizur coming back 
would sober him and the others up. Eventually, they’d see 
the folly of their ways. They had to. Pnd the survivors’ living 
arrangement would stay just the way it was—the way Iko 
liked it.



Chapter 3

“Y ou see how the leaves are starting to wither? This 
little bit of brown right here? And see how green 

is turning yellow? That means they’re ready.” Sleeves rolled 
up, Iko kneeled in the moist soil and worked a spade around 
the potato plant. He wrapped both hands around the stems. 
“Near the base is easier.” The earth muted the snapping 
roots as he pulled up. A few potatoes dangled from the 
plant as dirt cascaded off, and the smell of the moist earth 
surrounded them. “See?”

Six-year-old Casiena stood a few feet away, quietly watch-
ing the activity Iko had chosen for them to share. She was an 
exceptionally small girl, like her mother. But she shared Iko’s 
cerulean eyes and thin, delicate nose. And the dark tangled 
mass of hair upon her head was much the same as his, albeit 
a little curlier and longer. She raised her forearm to shield 
her eyes from the sun and offered Iko an expressionless nod.

“Now, you’ll want to dig around some,” Iko said. “Not all 
of them will come up.” The pile of potatoes next to him grew 
as he fished more out of the loose soil. When he finished 
digging, he asked, “Want to give it a try?”

Cas nodded. She wore a new cotton dress, woven and dyed 
a deep cobalt blue by Theia. She pulled it up above her knees, 
knelt, and imitated her father’s use of the spade.
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“Alright, grab around the stems,” Iko said. “That’s it, all of 
them. Okay, now pull up.”

Cas pulled but wasn’t quite strong enough. She yanked 
harder.

“Grab them closer to the bottom.” 
Fire came into the girl’s eyes, unwilling to be defeated by 

a plant. She stood and pulled with all her might. When the 
plant came free, she stumbled backward and landed on her 
rear end in the dirt.

Iko couldn’t help but laugh, and Cas laughed too. It was 
the first time he’d seen her smile since picking her up aMer 
zi!ur’s attack. Only then did he notice that one of her front 
teeth was missing.

“I got itP” Cas said, holding up the plant. jotatoes dangled, 
and dirt rained upon her dress. “That was harder than I 
thought.”

“You’ll get the hang of it.”
Cas’s face fell. “How many are we pulling?” She beheld the 

ten-yard square crop in front of them.
Iko’s brow shot up. “You’d rather not?” 
“Well, it’s Uust...” The gap-toothed smile returned with a 

bit of mischief. “I have a lemon. And some bread.” 
Iko guffawed. “You Uust happen to have lemon and bread 

with you?” He stood and wiped his hands clean. 
Cas nodded giddily. “Dh-huhP” She looked across the yard.
Iko had set up his garden in a small schoolyard close 

to his home. It was a decent location for crops. Between 
the single-story school buildings that surrounded it and the 
few tree branches stretching overhead, there was Uust the 
right balance of sunlight and cover to grow some food with-
out being conspicuous. The potato plants carpeted most of 
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the yard, but grapevines crept up the far wall. The grapes 
weren’t quite ready for harvest, particularly for making Uam. 
But with a bit of extra honey, it would taste fine.

“Is there enough for me?” Iko asked.
Cas nodded emphatically.
“Well then, what are we waiting for?”
Iko was happily surprised by the grapes’ sweetness, and 

they soon harvested enough to make a little Uam. Iko peeled 
and deseeded the fruits, and Cas eagerly added the lemon 
and honey while he boiled them in a skillet. AMer it cooled 
and thickened, they sliced some of Cas’s bread and spread 
the fresh Uam on the pieces.

Cas took her first bite, and the sticky, deep purple spread 
covered her lips. She giggled. “zmP”

“This is better than I thought it would beP” Iko said 
through a mouthful of Uammed bread. He took another bite, 
then asked. “So, what do you think about going to the moun-
tains?”

Cas shrugged her  shoulders  and glanced toward the 
ground. “I dunno. It’s good, I guess.”

“Ro you want to go?”
Cas nodded listlessly. 
Sensing an opportunity, Iko asked, “Would you rather stay 

here? With me?”
Cas’s eyes widened as she choked out, “You’re not com-

ing?” She was suddenly on the verge of tears.
Iko scooted over to her. “Oh, noP Of course, I am. Of 

courseP I’ll go wherever you are. Alright?”
That was true, but her response stung. Iko silently cursed 

himself for believing she would actually be willing to be 
separated from Theia and the rest of them.
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Cas nodded, holding back tears. “zother says zi!ur can’t 
get us in the mountains.”

“She’s right,” Iko said. He wrapped his arm around Cas 
and rubbed her shoulder.

Cas said, “Log said we will be safe with the Jotherins 
there, too.”

The mention of Log annoyed Iko, but he quickly brushed 
it aside. “I’m sure he’s right.” 

Cas wiped her tears with the back of her hand. “He’s been 
teaching me to use a knife. So, I can help if we have to fight 
something off.”

Iko thought he was going to be sick. How much time was 
she spending with Log? He tried hiding his reaction and 
pulled her closer. “I bet you won’t have to worry about it.”

Cas reclined for a nap shortly thereaMer, as she oMen did 
when something was wrong. Iko had built a pallet for her in 
the corner of the schoolyard beneath a covered walkway. She 
was still sleeping when Theia showed up at dusk to collect 
her. Iko extinguished the fire so that zi!ur would not see 
them.

Iko was fairly sure Theia was the shortest adult in —yn-
somn. If one didn’t know her, her oversi!ed brown eyes and 
soM features gave the impression of a kind and gentle soul. 
But she was as fierce as she was small. Getting on her bad 
side usually meant paying for it for weeks.

Theia was obviously annoyed when she noticed Cas’s dirty 
dress. “What happened? That dress is not a week oldP”

Iko rolled his eyes. “She fell. I told you what we were 
doing.”

“Roesn’t look like you got much done,” Theia snapped, 
eyeing the yard full of potato plants.
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Iko did not respond as he handed over Cas’s bag. The 
exchange took him back to the heated quarrels they’d had 
in their early daysEright aMer Theia had reali!ed she was 
pregnant. Their relationship had started out as a rousing, 
impetuous affair. Iko had Uust arrived in —ynsomn, and his 
interest in the very forward young blonde had been regret-
tably unhallowed and prurient. They had gotten along fine 
as long as things hadn’t been serious, but aMer she’d found 
herself with child, the fighting started immediately. 

There was almost no matter of significance on which 
they had agreed. The child’s name. Jiving arrangements. 
Whether or not they should call themselves husband and 
wife. The worst of it was that Theia’s feigned admiration 
of The Silent One was revealed for what it was. She was 
adamant that her child would not be brought up in the ways 
of Iko’s superstitionEthe primary reason she didn’t like Cas 
spending much time with him now. In short, they’d fought 
about everything, and viciously. 

Before Theia’s morning sickness had faded, they’d gone 
their separate ways and agreed on her idea of a parenting 
arrangement. At the time, Iko had thought it was a relief 
that he would have to take care of the child so little. Now 
he rather regretted that he hadn’t fought for more time with 
her. For a few months now, he’d been trying to work up the 
courage to ask Theia for two nights a week with Cas. 

Iko remained courteous for Cas’s sake. “Log still set on 
going to the mountains?” 

“He and everyone else. Still waiting to hear back from 
Jotherin. If they are coming, we will leave as soon as they 
do.”

“Ro you think it’s a good idea?”
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Theia put her hands on her waist and cocked her hips. 
“What would you prefer we do? Sit around until the dragon 
comes back? You think that’s what’s best for Casiena?”

“It is a big city with plenty of provisions.”
“Well. You can stay here. Stay with your books and all that. 

You’d have the whole place to yourself, Uust as you’d like.”
Cas stirred in the corner, and the quarrel quieted. The girl 

sat up and stretched. “WowP It’s dark out here.”
“You’ve been asleep for an hour,” Iko said, voice suddenly 

light.
“An hour?” Cas’s eyes widened with childish ama!ement. 

“Hello, mother. We made some Uam. Want some?”
Theia smiled. “Sure. But we can’t stay too much longer.”
The three finished off the Uam and bread while Cas ex-

plained the incident with the potato plant to Theia. The 
girl’s cheer dissolved much of the venom between her two 
parents, and for that, Iko was thankful. By the time they were 
ready to depart, Theia’s tone was mostly civil.

“Log  will  send  word  when  we  hear  back  from  the 
Jotherins,” Theia said. “<xpect it in another day or two.”

“I will.”
AMer they leM, Iko gathered his things and trekked home. 

On the way, he planned his next day. If he was going to move 
to the Sepentrio zountains, there was much to do, and he 
had little time to do it.



Chapter 4

Z erah Noburia was sure that this morning would be the 
beginning of the end of the dragons. 

She leaned forward on her butt-numbing wooden stool, 
bringing her emerald eyes within inches of the convolut-
ed network of glass tubes, bubbling flasks, and flickering 
flames. At the labyrinth’s end, positioned above a small met-
al crucible, was a stopcock. She carefully rotated it toward 
vertical, but her brew flowed faster than she expected. The 
steaming, putrid liquid spewed and spattered out of the 
little container. She hurriedly closed the spigot, then she 
started again, even slower. Slowly, the dark liquid puddled 
within the little crucible. Maybe this was finally it—the 
dragon-killer poison she’d sought for years.

But the smell! Zerah coughed and gagged. The sour, vom-
itous odor was nearly unbearable. She liHed the crucible 
carefully but quickly, then moved toward the window. Fot 
from the liquid, the metal seared her palm. She gritted her 
teeth and placed the container on the sill. Shaking the pain 
from her hand, she used the other to push the window open. 
Sunlight and cold morning air rushed inside, waHing her 
long black hair. The rising steam from the concoction in the 
crucible swirled.
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Drom her laboratory atop Cunbardin Iastle’s highest tow-
er, Zerah looked out over zvory Iity. zt was a scene unlike 
any other in the world. Dar below, upon freshly paved cob-
blestone, countless vendors peddled goods of all kinds to 
passersby. Ihildren scurried incautiously amidst the crowd-
ed market, earning sneers and curses from its patrons. Dar-
ther south, where some of the land was still wild, men with 
saws and axes crawled like ants over derelict buildings and 
decades of overgrowth. Trees snapped and crashed under 
the rebirth of civiliWation.

zt was all because of the dragon-killer poison—the little 
bit zvory Iity had, anyway. zt was a humble beginning, to be 
sure. But as soon as Zerah figured out what the poison was, 
they could start hunting dragons in earnest, and the world 
could be rebuilt.

Crack.
Zerah spun around. Black sludge ooWed from shattered 

glassware. She looked toward her crucible. The liquid inside 
had swelled into a boiling glob of tar upon cooling. ffhatever 
reaction had occurred, the smell became even more o“en-
sive. She gagged on the pungent, tarry odor and rushed to 
open the other windows.

”Not again,J she said through chokes. All of her hundreds 
of attempts to reproduce the dragon-killer poison had ended 
in failure, but this was the second time in a month that she’d 
ruined some of the precious glassware she’d found in the 
castle’s basement. fforse yet, the material looked nothing 
like she’d hoped. She was further from success than she’d 
thought.
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She grabbed a few of the hundreds of pages of her hand-
written notes strewn about the room and used them to fan 
the odor toward the windows.

Someone knocked on the door.
”just a minute!J Zerah said, embarrassed. Fopefully, it 

was no one important.
”zt’s Lust me.J The voice was deep and familiar, though 

muddled behind the door’s dense wood.
”Iome in, Makus.J Zerah relaxed.
The door opened, and Zerah’s bodyguard, Makus, filled 

the  frame.  Fe  was  an  imposing,  inhuman  figure—a 
marikano of Pake ?ortumnus to the east. Fe was over seven 
feet tall, and he had oversiWed, luminescent purple eyes. 
Cense muscles rippled beneath his shimmering silver skin, 
and iridescent red and blue streaks ran along his sides. Ten-
tacles as thick as fingers protruded from the back of his 
head, nearly having the appearance of human hair. Pike most 
marikano, he wore only light, fitted pants that stopped at his 
calves, so that his gills and hulking form were apparent. 

Makus’s flattened, human-like nose wrinkled. ”ffhat is 
that smellEJ

”My work,J Zerah said, eyes watering.
Makus covered his mouth. ”Ian we speak outsideEJ
”Absolutely.J 
”Ilose the door!J Makus said as Zerah crossed the thresh-

old. ”?lease tell me that’s not it.J
Zerah couldn’t help but laugh at herself. She pulled the 

door shut and uncovered her mouth and nose. ”Vven a dead 
dragon’s not worth smelling that every day.J

Makus chuckled. 
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”z have no idea what caused it,J Zerah said, wiping her 
brow. She put her hands on her hips and spoke to herself. 
”z wonder if it was the bluewood bark.J AHer a moment of 
thought, she turned to Makus. ”ffhat was it you neededEJ

Makus nodded farther down the hall, and Zerah under-
stood. The stench was seeping through the door.

”Iaptain Vssili has called for you.J 
”Iouldn’t find YalEJ Zerah asked.
”Rou know he doesn’t like Yal.J 
”z’m not sure he likes me either.J 
Makus waved o“ the suggestion. ”That’s Lust the captain.J
”Alright,J Zerah said. ”ffhere is heEJ
”A block north of the market. Coerwine Delsmit’s Tav-

ern.J 
”zn townE OeallyEJ Zerah asked. The captain was usually 

busy around the castle until at least lunch. Something was 
out of the ordinary. ”Any idea what’s going onEJ

Makus shook his head. ”None.J
”ffell, let’s find out.J 
As Zerah crossed the main market square with Makus 

close behind, the crowds parted for them along the way. 
As one of zvory Iity’s two Lustices, Zerah had the power to 
proclaim right from wrong and condemn men to death at 
her discretion. The other Lustice, Yal Iampo, was perceived 
to have wielded his power as a bully for the last two years. 
ffhen Zerah had come on six months earlier as a second 
Lustice, the townsfolk had expected her to behave the same. 
Gnly recently had the good people of zvory Iity started 
to acknowledge that she was not like justice Iampo, but 
they were still cautious. They smiled at her nervously. None 
risked irritating a Lustice.
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Zerah and Makus found Iaptain Vssili propped against 
the wheel of a wagon on the side of the busy road. Fe was a 
griWWled, middle-aged man with short, salt-and-pepper hair 
and a sturdy, Lutting Law. Gne of the few hardened warriors 
in zvory Iity, his expression seemed forever froWen in a Laded 
scowl.

”Took you long enough,J Vssili said.
Zerah ignored the Lab. ”ffhat seems to be the problemEJ
Vssili nodded toward the humble tavern on the other side 

of the road. ”Cori Delsmit. Says she’s got some information 
that we should know about all the vermin crawling about.J

Zerah’s brow furrowed. Coerwine Delsmit, or Cori, was 
a profane drunk. ?eople liked her well enough, but it was 
most likely because her tavern had the widest selection of 
strong drink in town. She was not someone who should 
have known anything about wretchers that the >uard didn’t 
already know.

”ffhat kind of informationEJ Makus asked, voice dripping 
with doubt. As usual, he and Zerah were on the same page.

”Apparently, she has to tell Pord Adair,J Vssili said. ”Tried 
to get into the castle to see him, but a guard threw her out. z 
didn’t want to tell him because you know he’s craWy enough 
to come to the tavern to see her. z thought you were the next 
best thing.J

”ffas that a compliment, IaptainEJ Zerah asked.
Vssili rolled his eyes and started across the street. Zerah 

and Makus followed him up the tavern’s rickety steps. zn-
side, the tavern was empty except for Cori. She stood behind 
the bar, scrubbing it so hard Zerah expected to see smoke 
rising any second. The woman was pale as a ghost, and her 
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thin, light hair was untidy. She hu“ed, entirely focused on 
her vigorous scrubbing.

”Fello, Miss Delsmit,J Zerah said.
Cori froWe. Fer gaWe remained on the bar for a moment 

before she slowly brought her bloodshot eyes to meet Zer-
ah’s. There was an odd air about her—fear. Zerah could see 
the tightness of the woman’s throat and her short, ragged 
breaths. She was unnervingly terrified of something.

”z hear you have something you’d like to tell us.J Zerah did 
her best not to react to Cori’s strange way.

”z must tell Pord Adair,J Cori choked. ”But okay, maybe 
you.J

Zerah flashed a warm smile. ”ffellEJ
Cori limped around the edge of the bar and led the trio to 

a circular four-top table. They took their seats on stools so 
tall that no one’s feet reached the ground but Makus’s. Cori 
clutched a mug of ale in her two hands as if her life depended 
on it.

”>et on with it now,J Vssili said. 
Zerah liHed her hand calmly. ”Con’t rush for me. z’ve got 

time this morning.J
Cori gulped the ale, then wiped her lips with her sleeve. 

”z was visited last night, justice Noburia. Told that we need 
to leave. Now.J

”ffeEJ
”All of us,J Cori said. ”The wretchers your men are seeing 

in the valley these days, they are foreignersEJ
”There are plenty of locals,J Makus said.
”But there are foreignersEJ Cori insisted.
Zerah hesitated. Vveryone knew there had been an in-

crease in wretcher attacks recently, but it was not yet com-
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mon knowledge that most of the attacks had been carried 
out by foreigners with white-painted faces who seemed to 
be coming over the Sepentrio Mountains to the north. 

”Res,J Zerah said. ”There have been reports of hostile 
foreigners. Pimited to the base of the >arans, really. Co you 
know something of themEJ 

Cori’s voice soHened. ”just that they will keep coming.J 
She continued in an ominous, matter-of-fact tone. ”And that 
we do not have the numbers to withstand their eventual 
assault.J

The hair stood on the back of Zerah’s neck. She did not 
necessarily believe Cori, but Dori believed Cori, and she was 
terrified for it.

Makus sco“ed next to Zerah, breaking the tension. ”ffho 
told you thisE ffas it one of their ukori who visited you and 
volunteered this informationEJ

Cori snapped a cold glare at Makus. ”zt was a god!J 
”A god!J Vssili said mockingly.
The ridiculous claim dissolved the rest of Zerah’s unease, 

but she would not laugh at the woman. ”Cori, z think you 
might need some rest. Maybe a break from the aleEJ

”z wasn’t drinking! z swear it. Fe came to me—voice clear 
as yours.J

”And where is he nowEJ Makus asked.
”Fe... he said he’d come back aHer z did what he asked,J 

Cori said. ”Said z needed to tell Pord Adair about the foreign 
wretchers.J

Vssili looked around the empty room. ”So, how long do we 
have to waitEJ

”Fow am z supposed to knowEJ 
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”z see,J Zerah said. ”ffas there anything else he wanted 
you to tell usEJ

Cori shook her head. ”Rou don’t believe me, do youEJ
”z will keep it in mind,J Zerah said, trying to be kind. ”But 

we are keeping a close eye on the situation in the valley. z 
assure you there is nothing to worry about right now. Try to 
get some rest, won’t youE Maybe take a night or two o“EJ

Cori buried her face in her mug. ”Makes no di“erence to 
me,J she grumbled before a gulp. 



Chapter 5

T he morning aCer sal ,eCI kdo upg pt fhe relf oc hil 
tofafoel in fhe lyhoo,.aruB weing fhaf he val fhe on,. 

one vho grev fhemI fhe. vere ba,paS,e yprreny. cor a yopt,e 
oc fhingl he vop,u neeu fo tretare cor fhe Metenfrio -opnH
fainlB 

Lil Soofl vere in uelterafe neeu oc retairI vhiyh -ilfer 
xeonnan vop,u hatti,. uo in efiyhange cor a layd oc tofaH
foelB The Mhpydvine cami,. mighf habe a voo,en yoaf fhaf 
vop,u flf himI anu fhe. a,va.l neeueu tofafoel fo ceeu fheir 
flbe groving lonlB 

-ilfer xeonnan val y,olerI lo kdo venf fhere flrlfB xeonH
nan ,ibeu S. himle,c in a uere,iyf mi,,hople vifh a ltrav,ing 
oad fhaf grev againlf ifl lopfhern va,,B The vhee, opfliue 
yreadeu anu fprneu pnuer fhe lfeau. ’ov oc vaferB

kdo ,eaneu againlf fhe free“l moff,eu SardB ?-ilfer xeonH
nan”N 

Ao reltonleB
?-ilfer xeonnan”N kdo ya,,eu a ,iff,e ,opuerB
W lhauov lfoou on fhe ofher liue oc one oc fhe gianf gearl 

inliue fhe mi,,hople anu hoSS,eu info fhe ,ighfB Lpnyheu 
vifh ,eafher.I vrind,eu ldinI xeonnan hau a ypriopl,. lma,, 
cayeI anu hil Soffom ,it leemeu tertefpa,,. tplheu info 
hil fotB zir. gra. hair grev horiOonfa,,. crom hil earlB 
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The e,uer,. man oCen enlnareu pnlplteyfing biyfiml in 
,ongHvinueuI pnlo,iyifeu otinionlI Spf he val a,lo an efiterf 
in vording goafldinB 

?ffhI kdoIN xeonnan laiuI neifher hatt. nor uilattoinfeu 
fo lee himB The o,u man lme,,eu oc lveaf anu manpreB

kdo oqereu a dinu SovB ?xoodl ,ide k“,, Se heauing info fhe 
mopnfainl fooBN

xeonnan“l caye lyrpnyheuB ?zh. vop,un“f .op Se”N
The grpq reltonle lprtrileu kdoI anu he vabeu oq fhe 

DpelfionB ?-. Soofl habe leen Seffer ua.lB Po .op fhind .op 
yan flfi fhem pt cor lome tofafoel”N

?jofafoel” wpf k“be Rplf goffen lome tofafoel crom .opng 
Y.go,uBN

?Y.go,u”N kdo aldeuB The So. val fhirfeen or coprfeen anu 
al pntrinyit,eu al molf hil ageB

?Thaf“l righfB same S. fhil morningBN xeonnan ,iCeu hil 
yhin fovaru a yrafe cp,, oc tofafoel near fhe va,,B ?Lau a Sig 
Spnyh oc fhemI aSopf ,ide .opr yarf fhereBN 

?Y.go,u il groving tofafoel”N
xeonnan lhrpggeuB ?k yan“f imagine hov e,le he gof fhemB 

—op lhop,un“f Se lprtrileuB Lil mofher uoeln“f habe fhe 
fime fo troter,. yare cor him linye fhe SaS.B kc .op ald meI 
lhe lhop,u habe remeuieu fhaf Secore lhe hau ifB -illel 
Trangp, yop,u habe maue her an e,ifiirI .op dnovB Mhe uiun“f 
habe fime cor anofherI elteyia,,. vifhopf troter he,t crom 
srea,B k“m nof eben lpre he“l rea,,. fhe cafherI .op dnovBBBN

xeonnan raff,eu oq a cev more otinionl aSopf Y.go,u“l 
cami,. al kdo uiu hil Self nof fo ,ilfenB zhen he flna,,. 
flnilheuI kdo laiuI ?-ilfer xeonnanI I grov tofafoelB —op 
dnov fhafBN
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xeonnan lfraighfeneu al mpyh al he yop,uB ?k val oqereu 
a cair SargainI anu k food ifB Pon“f fade if opf on me ic .op“be 
Seen Seafen fo fhe tpnyhBN

?Thaf ,iff,eFN
?sprling Y.go,u vi,, uo .op no goouB Le“l a goou So.B 

Treafl me vifh relteyfBN
kdo leefheuB 
xeonnan ligheuI anu hil uemeanor loCeneuB ?—op hpnH

gr.” k“be gof lome roalfeu Dpai,BN 
kdo lhood hil heauB ?k“m calfing foua.BN
?!alfing” -. So.I .op neeu .opr lfrengfh cor fhe fredB 

kl fhaf cor .opr magiya, ltirif in fhe ld.” Thil il no fime 
cor fhafB —op“re going fo gef .oprle,c di,,euI .op dnovB san“f 
flghf oq vrefyherl anu fro,,l ic .op“be nof Seen eafingB Labe 
lomeBN 

?AoI fhand .opI -ilfer xeonnanIN kdo laiuI pnaSalheu,. 
irrifafeuB 

xeonnan grimayeuB ?k“be gof fo gef Sayd fo vordBN Le 
refprneu fo hil hpnyh anu fprneu aropnuB ?There“l mpyh fo 
uo Secore ve ,eabeB kc .op yoo, uovn S. fhe fime ve gef fo 
fhe yabelI .op yan lee me again aSopf nev SooflBN

?k Rplf vanf fhem retaireuBN 
?zon“f uoIN xeonnan laiuI va,ding ava.B ?Thole are SeH

.onu retairBN
kdo lyoqeuB Le tiydeu pt hil yarf anu lfarfeu fovaru fhe 

Mhpydvinel“B The ,arge cami,. hau faden pt reliuenye in a 
cormer,. granu ta,ayeFin fhe inferior rooml fhaf lfi,, hau 
rooclI an.va.B kdo hau fhopghf if So,u fo ,ibe in a t,aye lo 
yonltiypoplI Spf fhe Mhpydvinel hau Seen fhere more fhan 
fhree .earl novI anu -iOpr hau neber nofiyeu fhemB
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Le copnu xpyi Mhpydvine anu her fvo .opngelf So.l in a 
terilf.,e near fhe cronf oc fhe ta,ayeB Mhe laf on fhe lfetlI 
,eaning againlf one oc fhe ornafe,. yarbeu marS,e ti,,arl al 
fhe So.l vrelf,eu in fhe grallB xpyi val a Robia, Srpneffe 
vifh a Spffon nole anu rol. yheedlB kdo rea,iOeu lhe val 
tregnanf againB

?Labe .op a,, maue .opr tretarafionl cor fhe Metenfriol”N 
kdo aldeu al xpyi nofiyeu himB

?ffhI ve“re reau. cor fhemI fhopgh k“m nof lpre .op a,, are 
reau. cor plBN Mhe inuiyafeu fhe ltarring So.l in fhe yenferB 

?Wnu k lee yongrafp,afionl are in oruer”N kdo mofioneu 
fovaru her lvo,,en Se,,.B

?songrafp,afionl”N Mhe uireyfeu a yoncpleu g,anye foH
varu her Se,,.I fhen her e.el ypf fhropgh himB

kdo taniydeuB ?ffhI k“m lorr.ffl k fhopghfFN
xpyi Sprlf info ,apghferB ?Morr.I k yop,un“f he,t m.le,cffl k 

yan“f Se,iebe .op“be Rplf nofiyeuB k“be gof ,ell fhan a monfh 
fo goBN

kdo Sreafheu a ligh oc re,iecB ?Thand goounellBN
?Pon“f Se foo fhandcp, Rplf .efIN xpyi laiuI fr.ing fo Se toH

,ifeB Mhe e.eu hil yarf cp,, oc tofafoelB ?ze uon“f habe man. 
ldinl ,eC vifh eber.one neeuing varmfh cor fhe mopnfainl 
anu a,,I anu ve“be a,reau. gof tofafoelBN

?Y.go,u”N
xpyi fi,feu her heauB ?Le“l lpyh a niye So.BN
kdo yop,un“f Se,iebe ifB ?zhaf aSopf gratel” k“,, habe lome 

gratel reau. loonBN
?ze,,I yheyd vifh pl vhen fhe. are reau.B ze“re ho,uing 

on fo vhaf ve habe in yale ve rea,,. neeu lomefhingIN lhe 
tapleuB ?k hote .op pnuerlfanuBN

?YighfB —elBN kdo fprneu aropnuB
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?wenniyd anu Thom are opf aCer a heru righf novIN xpyi 
ya,,eu al kdo uetarfeuB ?ze lhop,u habe more S. fhe fime ve 
gef fo fhe mopnfainlBN

kdo raileu one hanu anu ya,,eu fo her vifhopf lfottingB 
?Thand .opfflN

Tvenf. minpfel ,aferI kdo lhpEeu info fhe ,iSrar. al he 
anu J,efi hau t,anneuB The tair hau y,eareu a ,iff,e meefing 
area amiu fhe fhoplanul oc uplf. SoodlB J,efi val a,reau. 
fhereI leafeu in a yhair vifh hil caye Sprieu in an af,alB Le 
yop,un“f reauI Spf he ,ideu ,ooding af fhe matl anu dnev hil 
npmSerl ve,, enopgh fo pnuerlfanu fhe uilfanyelB

?Po .op fhind fhere are an. ,one,. vomen in Wnpfhpra”N 
J,efi aldeu vifhopf ,ooding ptB

kdo yo,,atleu info fhe ofher yhair anu ligheu in efihaplH
fionB ?k uon“f fhind fhere il an.one ,eC in WnpfhpraBN

J,efi g,anyeu pt crom fhe SoodB ?zhaf“l fhe maffer vifh 
.op”N

?Po .op neeu an. tofafoel”N
J,efi lhood hil heau anu refprneu hil affenfion fo fhe 

SoodB ?k lav Y.go,u foua.B Meeml he“l groving fhem novBN
?Thaf ,iff,e he,,ionfflN kdo Sprieu hil narrov caye info hil 

ta,ml anu ligheuB
J,efi yhpyd,eu anu lvaffeu t,a.cp,,. af kdo“l dnee vifh 

fhe af,alB ?Le.I k“m Rplf diuuingffl k vop,u neber fade hil 
tofafoelBN

kdo“l anger vifh Y.go,u val Rplf tarf oc hil crplfrafionB 
Minye he“u flrlf arribeu in K.nlomnI groving tofafoel hau 
Seen his RoSB kf val fhe one va. he flf vifh fhe ofher lprH
biborlB Le“u neber aumif if fo an.oneI Spf if hprf fhaf xeonH
nan anu xpyi Mhpydvine haun“f leen if fhaf va.B The. haun“f 
fhopghf fviye aSopf frauing cor Y.go,u“l tofafoelB
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kdo ran hil flngerl fhropgh hil fang,eu hairB ?—op“re ,ide,. 
fhe on,. oneB k“be gof a vho,e yarf oc fhem opfliueBN

?zhaf uo .op vanf cor fhem”N
?Aofhing .op habeB wpf k yan“f yarr. fhem a,, info fhe 

mopnfainlI lo fade vhaf .op“u ,ideBN
?WhB MoI .op“be giben in”N J,efi“l Srov roleB
kdo ligheu anu land ueeter info fhe yhairB ?k neber hau a 

yhoiyeB kc k uon“f goI k ma. neber lee sal againB ffr .opI cor 
fhaf mafferBN 

?Thaf“l canfalfiyfflN J,efi laiuB ?k mean fhe tarf aSopf .opr 
yomingBN

kdo lfoou anu uilatteareu info fhe SoodlB zhen he copnu 
fhe Natural Studies leyfionI he ran hil flngerl a,ong fhe loCI 
grim. ltinel anu reau fheir caueu fif,elB

J,efi lyamtereu aCer himB ?zhaf are .op ,ooding cor”N 
kdo yop,u Rplf made opf fhe namelB Flowers of the Sepen-

triosB -a.Se anofher fime cor salB Wildlife of the Anuthurian 
CoastB Too car lopfhB

The ,ayd oc reltonle atteareu fo Sofher J,efiB ?zhaf are 
fhele Soodl aSopf”N 

?W,, dinul oc fhinglB xoya, nafpra, lfpuielBN kdo lDpinfeuB 
?kc ve mplf go fo fhe mopnfainlI ve lhop,u Se tretareuBN

Wretchers of the SepentriosB kdo t,pydeu fhe bo,pme crom 
fhe lhe,c anu detf lyanning fhe ltinelB

?Mha,, ve frabe, fogefher”N kdo aldeuB
Leisure in the Great Sepentrio RangeB Le lmirdeuB Thaf 

vop,u Se niyeB
?kc .op vop,u habe fo,u me loonerBN J,efi ,oodeu uovnB 

?-e anu =rpiyd are going fo he,t fhe o,uer co,dl vifh fheir 
lfpqB —op yan yome vifh pl ic .op“u ,ideBN 
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The Deadly Sepentrio Mountains: A Catalogue of Dangers. 
jerceyfB kdo l,iu fhe Sood opfB Le Srplheu hil pnrp,. hair 
opf oc hil caye anu oteneu fhe yoberB The faS,e oc yonfenfl 
,ilfeu bariopl anima,lI t,anflI royd cormafionlI anu eben 
a leyfion on magma ’ovlB kf val a,thaSefiOeuI fooB Thil 
vop,u yerfain,. uoB

?k“,, meef .op fhereIN kdo laiuB Le l,atteu fhe Sood lhpfI 
lenuing uplf anu mo,u ltorel info fhe airB

J,efi yhodeu on fhe fin. tarfiy,elB ?ze,,I goouIN he laiu 
Sefveen gagl anu vifh vafering e.elB ?kf vop,un“f Se fhe 
lame vifhopf .opBN



Chapter 6

I ko had prayed every morning and evening for as long as 
he could remember. It was an obligation for adherents 

of Silence, and his father had taught him the ritual when he 
was a boy.

Those seminal moments had made an indelible impres-
sion on Iko. He remembered his father’s stillness—those 
deep breaths on the quiet mornings that had ushered in 
an unnatural equanimity. That had been the secret to his 
father’s strength and considerable wisdom, as far as Iko 
could tell, and he had been trying to reach the same heights 
since then. Alas, he doubted he had ever come close. And 
his father had claimed to be a mere novice. He’d said that 
the pre-dragon world had seen prophets and seers far more 
advanced in prayer than him.

Nevertheless, Iko dutifully fulfilled his obligation. Even if 
he’d never be a seer, it was a calming, grounding practice 
that kept him from wandering too far off course. 

He usually prayed in the room adjoining the room he 
called home. There was a hole in the wall of the watchtower 
there, and just outside was the top of a willow tree. From 
the floor in the corner, Iko could see much of Lake Bellum 
between the willow’s somber foliage and the wall. A few 
minutes aOer sunrise, birdsong was in full swing, waves 
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lapped upon the lake’s stony shore, and the willow billowed 
gently into the room.

AOer absorbing the scene, Iko began the prayer ritual of 
Silence. He reached for his Silent Scroll—a leather-bound 
book containing prayer rituals and ancient wisdom of The 
Silent xne’s prophets. He opened to his favorite passage and 
read.

A soul is born in Silence, but innumerable sirens lure 
it into confounding clamor. There, the soul withers, 
its vision darkens, and it is le- blind to things bey
Bond the wickedness that consumes it.

He breathed in the words, then knelt and reached for 
the small glass jar at his side. The oil inside had been 
eztracted from a hundred of the tiny flying li“ards called 
dracomuen that resided in the mountain caves throughout 
all the Northernlands. As Iko uncorked the jar, its acrid, 
urine-like aroma stung his nose. That deadened his sense 
of smell entirely—the desired effect. It would be a half-hour 
before he could smell again. He recorked the jar and picked 
up the traditional sheepskin tacit cap. The cap fit snugly 
over his head and had circular flaps that dropped over his 
eyes and ears. He tied it in the back, and the flaps pressed 
firmly against his head so that he could no longer see. The 
ear flaps had wool within them, so he could no longer hear 
much either. Finally, he reached for his Silent cloak, also 
made of sheepskin. He wrapped it entirely around himself, 
sealing out the light bree“e blowing through the room.

Now, senses deadened to the physical realm, his soul 
awakened, and he slipped into the nothingness from which 
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he had been born. Somewhere in the darkness, there was 
Silence, and he searched.

Then—
MPister !hainor”W Someone screamed so loud that Iko 

heard it through his earmuffs. The voice shot through the 
south-facing window in Iko’s bedroom. 

Annoyed, he liOed the flaps from his eyes and ears, stood, 
and crossed the room.

MPister Iko !hainor”W the voice said again.
Iko leaned out the window and groaned when he saw who 

it was. MRhat is it, ?ygoldU Are you trying to call Pi“ur down 
to usUW

?ygold stood on the grass below. He was a strapping 
blonde who unnecessarily carried a sword with him every-
where he went.

MSorry,W ?ygold said. MI’ve been sent to tell you that most 
everyone is leaving this morning.W

MThe Lotherins capitulated, have theyUW 
MGm... W ?ygold shrugged. MThey’re following ?og to the 

caves near the Celida Yliffs.W
MRhenUW
MRell...W ?ygold fidgeted. MPost leO a few hours ago to get 

there while it was still dark.W
Iko’s eyes narrowed at the boy.
MSorry,W ?ygold said. MI was supposed to tell you last night, 

but...W
MToo busy harvesting your potatoesUW
?ygold feigned a smile. MHope you’re not mad about that. 

I wanted to try something easy first, and everyone needs 
potatoes. I need to start carrying my weight around for my 
family, rightUW
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Iko pressed his lips together.
MI didn’t do grapes,W ?ygold said sheepishly.
MHow nice of you.W
MRe’re leaving in a bit. Pother didn’t want to disturb the 

baby’s sleep. Dou can come with us if you’d like.W
MI’ll be fine.W Iko offered a dismissive wave. MDou go on.W 
?ygold stayed put and stared.
MRhat elseUW 
MThat your praying hatUW ?ygold was amused.
MDes. It’s called a tacit cap,W Iko said.
Mxh.W ?ygold was on the edge of laughter—typical for 

heathens who had never seen prayer garb. MSee you there”W 
he called, barely holding it in as he departed.

Iko opened his mouth to say something, but he caught 
himself and bit his tongue. He was surprised by how small 
?ygold’s laughter made him feel. He longed for the day that 
anyone other than Elez would ask a sincere question about 
the prayer ritual rather than laugh at it. 

Things hadn’t always been this way for seekers of Silence. 
A thousand years ago, most of the Northernlands had been 
devoted to The Silent xne. But over the centuries, the once 
proud tradition had become so entrenched that it became 
taken for granted—a thing inherited but not understood. It 
devolved into a therapeutic pastime—a self-serving drug for 
the masses. Inconveniences like twice-daily prayer, reading 
the First !rophets, and weekly fasting were all but forgotten. 
ffietached from its roots, this diluted perversion of the faith 
proved too anemic to carry its remaining adherents through 
the horror of the dragons’ arrival. By the time Iko had been 
born, most people were hardly aware of Silence. !rayer ritu-
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als, asceticism, and holy books were only amusing reminders 
of the naivety of the past. And so was Iko.

Iko spent the nezt few minutes stu:ng his worn leather 
traveling pack with what would fit. He donned his trim-fit-
ting navy tunic—a favorite that Theia and Yas had woven for 
him—and packed a few eztra articles of clothing along with 
his prayer garb. He added a couple of pots, a knife, and a 
blanket of elk hide. !otatoes filled what space remained. He 
shouldered his bow and looped his half-full quiver onto his 
belt. He checked that all his books were still in the smaller of 
his two bags. Then he knelt nezt to the cedar chest he never 
opened and opened it.

The aroma of cedar might have washed over him had he 
been able to smell. Inside was a sword wrapped in sheepskin. 
Iko unwrapped the sword, taking hold of the cherrywood 
grip beneath a silver pommel and cross guard. He admired 
its scabbard, black with sweeping white designs. Rool lined 
the inside for quieter carrying. The blade glinted as he drew 
it. It was still pristine, as was the name etched into its shin-
ing metalJ Elessed Dmber. His father had taught him enough 
about using a sword that he could make use of it if they came 
across a troll in the mountains.

Iko sheathed the blade and stood to depart. He beheld his 
home of the last seven years. Even with so few possessions in 
his bags, the room seemed unnaturally empty now. !erhaps 
he would come back one day. Paybe Yas would not like 
living in caves.

Alas, she probably wouldn’t mind.
It only took a couple of hours to get into the mountains. 

But aOer another hour of climbing, the trees became too 
sparse to continue in the daylight. The Sepentrio Poun-
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tains had patches of woodlands, but for the most part, the 
landscape was desolate. If Iko continued and Pi“ur came 
by, there would be no hiding. So Iko found a little stretch of 
woodlands and glossed through the A’s of The peadlB SeMeny
trio Wountains until he got to the section on arcanotaurs. 

He thumbed through the pages, taking in a few of the 
illustrations related to the beasts, then decided it would be 
best to read the rest of the lengthy section aOer he’d settled 
into his new home. If there were really arcanotaurs in the 
mountains, as had long been rumored, he’d make sure he 
understood everything about them he could. 

He reached the base of the Celida Yliffs a couple of hours 
aOer sunset. The landscape was bleak and lifeless, as it 
was in most of the rest of the mountains. Cnarled spires 
stretched toward the stars in the crisp, cloudless sky. The 
waning gibbous moon cast long shadows across the ashy 
gravel. Yrags and fissures hid in the shadows, some deep 
enough to kill. Iko minded each step.

He found the other survivors aOer searching through sev-
eral empty caves. Rhatever the drawbacks of the mountains 
were, he had to admit that he would have never known 
anyone was in the cave from the outside. And the narrow, 
shadow-veiled entryway was far too small for Pi“ur to enter 
or even breathe fire.

The inside of the murky torchlit cave was another story. It 
was really a tunnel, perhaps twenty yards across and half as 
high, and unnaturally uniform. To the leO, the passageway 
continued as far as the torchlight reached. To his right, he 
could just make out a fork. The air smelled like rotten eggs, 
akin to a dragon’s breath. Iko had read about lava channels 
and assumed that’s what this was.
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Everyone from ?ynsomn was there, and as many Lotherins. 
ffiespite their hushed voices, the mood was festive. The 
groups bustled harmoniously, enlivened by their newfound 
camaraderie. Iko recogni“ed some of the Lotherins from his 
few dealings with them, but there were enough new faces to 
spark interest. A few of them were pretty girls, as Elez had 
promised. 

To Iko’s surprise, he found the scene welcoming. Here 
was a sincere joy in the others he’d not seen before, and it 
was attractive. He hoped the change would not be fleeting. 
!erhaps Elez had been right. !erhaps something good would 
come of living in the caves.

Iko scanned the crowded space for the reason he had 
come.

MFather”W
He spun around, and Yas’s curls rammed into his gut at a 

sprint.
Mxof”W
Yas’s arms wrapped around him. A girl with dark skin 

followed her. The girl giggled. She was Yas’s age. There 
hadn’t been any other girls Yas’s age in ?ynsomn.

MFather, this is Alisa,W Yas said, releasing her hold on Iko’s 
waist.

Iko nodded politely, MHow do you doUW
MHello,W Alisa said. She turned to Yas and said, MI thought 

?og was your father.W
MPother calls ?og my steMfather,W Yas ezplained. MThis is 

my father. He makes the jam I was telling you about. And 
dried those flowers.W Yas spoke with pride. 

Iko straightened.
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Elez’s cheer joined in. MSee, Yasiena” I told you he was 
coming tonight.W

Yas’s delicate hand wrapped around Iko’s wrist, and she 
tugged. MYan we play the game with the batonsU I want to 
show Alisa.W

MHereUW Iko asked. MNowU I’m sure Pister Elez didn’t 
even—W

Mxf course I did”W Elez said. He liOed a leather bag. MShe’s 
been asking for hours.W

Iko snickered. Mxf all the things to carry to the moun-
tains.W

MRe’ve got to have something to do for fun,W Elez said.
The four set up the game as far from the crowd as possible 

while staying in the dim dancing torchlight. Split into two 
teams, each team took a turn trying to knock down the 
other’s woodblocks by tossing batons. They played several 
rounds, with Elez and Alisa coming out on top all but once. 
Iko was usually competitive, but this evening, he didn’t mind 
losing. Yas had enjoyed herself, and that’s what mattered.

They stopped playing when the bu““ on the other side of 
the cave soOened.

Theia came to gather Yas. MY’mon, Yasiena, it’s time for 
us to sleep. No sense in keeping everyone up.W

Iko noticed the rest of the group reclining in the cave. 
MEveryone is sleeping in hereUW

M?ust for now,W Theia said. MRe are going to do some more 
ezploring in the morning, see where everyone can go for 
good.W

Iko bit his bottom lip. MHmm.W
Theia liOed a finger to Iko’s nose. MDou didn’t have to 

come. Dou don’t always have to be the one—W
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MRhat’s this matterUW ?og bellowed, striding toward the 
game.

Iko surrendered his palms. MI was just wondering if we are 
really all staying in here tonight.W

Mffioes it look like we’re going anywhere elseU Dou don’t 
want to stayU ffion’t stay”W

Iko was initially taken aback by ?og’s aggression. But then 
he smelled the moonshine emanating from the bigger man, 
and it made sense.

MI didn’t say I didn’t want to stay.W Iko tried to stop him-
self from being honest, but the words came out too fast. 
MThough, it does feel a little ezposed in here.W

?og scowled.
Iko failed to hold his tongue again. M?ust because of the 

big open tunnels.W He held his hands far apart from each 
other and then dropped them to his side. He was mostly 
worried about ridge trolls, who were known to dwell in the 
caves at higher elevations. They were solitary creatures, and 
probably wouldn’t bother a crowd, but one couldn’t be too 
careful in the Sepentrios. There were reasons the survivors 
rarely ventured into the mountains.

?og stepped so close that Iko smelled his stinking breath. 
MThere are sizty of us. #e will be fine. But why don’t Bou find 
somewhere else to be tonightU Somewhere not so big and 
openUW

As irritated as Iko was, he knew there was no point in 
doing anything but leaving. He strode toward his bags and 
belongings. MI’ll see you in the morning, Yas,W he said, slip-
ping on his pack.

The little girl nodded quietly.
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Iko gathered everything else and stormed out of the cave. 
?ust a few steps into the moonlight, Elez was stumbling 
behind him.

MDou should have let him have it”W Elez called.
MHe’d crush me.W 
MNot if you land a good first blow.W
Iko surveyed the landscape. He decided on a small space 

beneath an overhang and laid down his things.
Elez sat against the back of the overhang without being 

asked. MPaybe someone from Lotherin will put him in his 
place one day.W

Iko removed his weapons and sat nezt to Elez. He brushed 
his hair back. MThat would be nice, but I doubt it.W

The two stared out at the stars visible over silhouettes of 
distant ridges. A star streaked through the sky.

MStill. It wasn’t too bad of a first night out here,W Elez said.
Iko felt the corner of his mouth rise. MNo. It wasn’t. It’s 

been a while since I had that much fun with her. And I think 
you’re right that I’ll see her more here.W

MI meant the women,W Elez said. Mffiid you see themUW 
Iko snickered. MI did see them. They are rather pretty.W
MA couple are eligible,W Elez said. MLisi and ?aakal. I could 

introduce you.W
MCood luck, then, but I’m not interested.W
Mxh, come on” ffion’t make me go it alone. There are two 

of them. Two of us. It’s fate” They might not be so bad if you 
just get to know them.W

Iko rolled his head toward Elez. MI’ll meet them eventual-
ly.W

MDou’ll meet them tomorrow,W Elez said with a grin. MFor 
me, if for nothing elseUW
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Iko sighed. MAlright, Elez. I’ll meet them tomorrow.W



Chapter 7

A scream pierced the mountain’s nocturnal quietude. It 
was a panicked, primitive cry—not discernibly male 

or female. Iko was sitting up before he was fully awake, 
adrenaline surging. Elex shot up behind him. There were 
other noises, none distinguishable. Thuds. Mumbles.

The unmistakable clang of two swords clashing.
Iko stood and bent for his quiver and bow. “Get my sword,” 

he whispered to Elex.
Elex fumbled around in the black night. The blade rang 

out as he drew it.
They inched forward. Iko fastened his quiver to his belt 

and nocked an arrow. Through the cave’s narrow entrance, 
sword fights echoed. Shouts. Another guttural scream.

Growls. The sounds of beasts.
Iko remembered Cas and ran.
A shadow hobbled out of the cave, holding its shoulder. 

Mister Leonnan straightened when he saw Iko and Elex, 
afraid. Then he recognized them. Between ragged gasps, he 
implored, “Run!”

“What has happened?” Iko asked.
“Wretchers.” Leonnan coughed as he hobbled by, terrified 

and bleeding.
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Iko reached the entrance in time to collide with someone 
else trying to escape. It was one of the young women from 
the Lotherin Wood. She screamed until she realized he was 
human.

“Are you alright?” Elex asked.
“Go!” she said, seeing their weapons. Blood was streaked 

across her face, but she was not wounded. “There are too 
many.”

“How many?” Iko asked.
The Lotherin woman shook her head. “More than our 

swords!” She pulled away from Iko and ran into the night.
The claim sent Iko’s hair standing on end. He dashed into 

the cave, tearing his tunic as he rushed through the narrow, 
jagged space. Elex huffed as he tried to keep up.

Iko came into the cave. A single torch lay on the ground 
halfway across the tunnel, illuminating a space ten feet 
across. A body lay near the torch—a crumpled silhouette. 
Iko could not tell who it was—or what it was. Moans and 
sobs echoed in the surrounding pitch black. There was no 
more fighting here, though Iko heard it to the right, farther 
down the lava tunnel.

Movement on the opposite side of the light caught Iko’s 
attention, and his pulse quickened. A shadow tottered into 
the light, moving from le- to right. The impish creature was 
the size of a child and resembled a bipedal rat with no tail. 
It had large, lifeless eyes and erect, ovate ears. Its skull was 
broad but tapered into a long, horseFlike snout. Drom its 
hip hung a sword, and in its hand was a bow with an arrow 
nocked. It wore a dark tunic, leggings, and a leather belt. The 
creature was a wreg, the smaller species of wretcher.
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Without further consideration, Iko raised his bow, aimed, 
and released an arrow with a thwack. The shot whistled 
into the wreg’s neck. The creature gargled and collapsed, 
writhing and grabbing at the arrow. A pool of dark blood 
spread quickly across the rock beneath it, and the wreg grew 
still.

Screams and bellows echoed through the tunnel from the 
right. They were moving farther away.

The slumpedFover body near the torch groaned and turned 
over, and Iko ran to it. It was Rygold. His sword lay a few feet 
away, dripping blood.

Iko knelt beside him and placed a hand on his shoulder. 
“What has happened, boy?” 

Rygold’s eyes moved too slowly toward Iko’s. “They came, 
and...”

Strange squishes and gurgles told Iko that Rygold had a 
wound near his stomach. He did not look.

Elex had been surveying the shadows and came to stand 
behind Iko. His throat was tight as he spoke. “Everyone here 
is dead or close to it, but there are only a few. A dead ukori 
too.” 

Iko spun around. “Cas?”
Elex shook his head.
Iko turned back to Rygold. “Yid you see my Casiena?”
Rygold li-ed his head toward the forked passageway from 

where the sounds of a quarrel still came. “There.” He choked. 
Rygold gripped Iko’s hand and squeezed so tight it hurt. He 
stared desperately. “I...” He couldn’t finish and gasped.

Iko could only behold the dying boy with compassion. 
“:ou will be alright, my boy,” he said as gently as he could. 
“Dear not. There is only peace before you.” He didn’t know 
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if that was true for an unbeliever, but it seemed like a comF
forting thing to say.

Rygold’s grip lessened. A-er a few seconds of an unF
blinking stare, Iko knew he was gone. He closed the boy’s 
eyes, then bowed and remembered his father’s prayer for 
the War’s fallen soldiersffi “Might this one’s plenary offering 
warrant final peace in sweet Silence.”

When he li-ed his head, Elex was standing a few feet in 
front of him, staring at the fork in the tunnel. The shouting 
and fighting in the distance faded, and the faint echoes made 
it diOcult to tell from which side they came.

Iko li-ed the torch and listened.
“The le-,” Elex said. He turned to Iko. “Qught we carry 

the torch? They’ll see us coming.”
“We can’t run through a pitchFblack cave,” Iko said. “Mind 

your footing.” He started running, torch extended. They 
passed a couple more bodies along the way, but Iko did not 
look at them close enough to know who they were. He only 
assessed that they were not little girls. There were a few 
fallen wregs, too.

Iko skidded to a stop a-er a sharp turn. Specters clashed in 
an opening at the end of the tunnel, silhouetted by starlight. 
Qnly the slim form of Bennick Shuckwine was discernible, 
torch in one hand and sword in another.  A young girl 
screamed. A monstrous form dragged her by her hair toward 
Iko, and he raised his torch. He recoiled when he saw an 
ukori in front of him.

The ukori’s head resembled a lion’s with ears stretched 
thin and sticking straight out. In its usual hunched stance, 
the imposing brute was over seven feet tall. Thick matted 
hair carpeted its broad shoulders and sturdy abdomen. The 



FEAR OF THE SKY 63

ukori hissed, baring its long, pointed fangs. Its clawed hand 
gripped a heavy broadsword. It wore armor made of leather, 
unlike that of any wretcher Iko had ever seen.

Iko dropped his torch and raised his bow toward the hulkF
ing figure. His arrow found the center mass of his target, and 
the fiend wailed. The ukori’s head came into the torchlight, 
and Iko’s second arrow pierced the space between its shimF
mering, catlike eyes.

Iko’s sword brushed past his face from behind and collidF
ed with another blade, and Iko leaped backward. Another 
ukori had charged him, and Elex had engaged it. Their long 
shadows danced on the walls.

With both hands on his sword’s hilt, Elex defended himF
self clumsily, but well enough for Iko to regain his compoF
sure and put an arrow into their enemy. Two more arrows 
hissed from the men at the open end of the tunnel, striking 
the beast in the back. The ukori fell to his knees. Still panF
icked, Elex repeatedly hacked at the helpless creature’s neck 
until it crumpled into a bloody heap at his feet.

Then silence.
Iko spun around, bow in hand. Were there no more? 
The little girl was on her feet, but she was not Casiena. 

She was Cas’s new friend, Alisa, running away and calling 
for her mother.

“Casiena?” Iko called.
Rog’s voice broke through cries of grief. “Nuiet.” 
Iko could not see him. “Where is she? Is she with you?”
“Quiet.” Rog’s voice was still calm but a little louder.
“Are they all gone?” someone called from the opening.
Rog growled, “flext person to speak, I will run through 

myself.” 
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Iko emerged from the tunnel. The survivors were scatF
tered about a starlit shelf amid sparse foliage. Many had 
gone all the way to the edge of the shelf, uncomfortably close 
to a drop of a couple of hundred feet. Some were injured. 
Qthers mourned those who were no longer with them. He 
dashed from group to group, looking for Cas.

“Where did the rest of them go?” someone else asked.
“I think they are gone,” Rog said, listening carefully to the 

dark tunnel. Yisbelief colored his voice.
“Luci! They got Luci!” Bennick Shuckwine wailed.
Midway through the survivors, Elex intercepted Iko. The 

two had been searching through the reeling throng from 
opposite sides.

“Cas?” Iko asked.
Elex pressed his lips together. “flot here.”
Iko hurried toward Rog, strides long and anxious. He spat, 

“Rog, where is my daughter?”
Rog whipped around, streaming tears glistening in the 

torchlight. The corners of his mouth pulled down, and he 
shook his head. “fleither did her mother make it,” he said. 
“Cut down trying to save your little one.”

The night spun, and Iko suddenly felt faint. “Yead?” he 
choked.

“They took her.”
Iko straightened. A sliver of hope. “Which way?”
Rog’s demeanor remained unchanged. “There are at least 

fi-y, Iko. flo less than twenty ukori. Even if we all went, 
there is no hope.”

Elex’s hand found Iko’s shoulder, and it was too much. Iko 
struggled to hold back his tears.
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Rog continued in earnest. “Maybe if there was more time.” 
He looked to the ground.

That was true. Wretchers had not confronted the humans 
without reason—the only explanation for what had just hapF
pened was that they had come in the hope of acquiring fresh 
human =esh, an increasingly rare delicacy for them. They 
wouldn’t waste food, water, and effort to keep their prisoners 
alive for very long. They would find a safe place to dine, 
cut the living captives into filets, and consume every bit of 
them—maybe even minutes from now.

But Iko had to try. He took his sword from Elex and dashed 
back into the tunnel. He recovered the torch and scanned the 
cave walls for wherever the wretchers might have gone. He 
found an opening near where he’d killed the first ukori and 
entered without thought. He was only vaguely aware that 
Elex was following him.

He searched in the darkness. He found silence and more 
ways the wretchers could have gone. Some of the adjoining 
tunnels seemed endless.

“Iko,” Elex said gently a-er several minutes.
“Was there another way back there?”
“Iko, we are going to get lost ourselves.”
They searched for an hour without another word. flothF

ing.
It was likely too late, and Iko knew it.
The truth hit him all at once. He nearly toppled over, but 

the cold cave wall stopped him. He was sick. Dorsaking his 
desire to appear strong, he wept. Elex embraced him, and 
the rest of the night was a blur.



Chapter 8

M akus had been happy for the first twenty-nine years 
of his life—before his world expanded beyond Lake 

Portumnus and the surrounding woodlands. Even aIer the 
Portumnan marikano had learned of Cvory ,ity and many 
of his friends departed for it’ he stayed home for a time’ 
unsure if heAd ever go. cIer all’ he had been a member of 
the marikanoAs elite fighting forNe Nalled the Wight Harriors. 
OeAd trained for five years before beNoming one of the few 
Nandidates for the group who suNNeeded in their final as-
sessment. Oe and the other Wight Harriors had believed that 
theyAd been Nhosen by the marikano gods’ clun and qra’ to 
defend their beloved aBuatiN home from several wretNher 
Nlans who routinely enNroaNhed upon it. Makus had never 
thought heAd find a more purposeful life elsewhere.

Tut over the first year aIer marikano leI for Cvory ,ity’ 
stories returned of wonders beyond MakusAs wildest imag-
inings. She food’ drink’ and people had Nome from all along 
the Noast of the Fea of Wivero and brought with them an ex-
Ness of new experienNes and ideas. Shey had built terrestrial 
homes and were restoring an old Nastle. Most importantly’ 
Cvory ,ityAs founder had disNovered a seNret to killing drag-
ons and was reNruiting soldiers to help turn the tide against 
them. Shat promise finally NonvinNed Makus to leave Lake 
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Portumnus. jor as muNh of an honor as it was to proteNt his 
home from wretNhers’ he knew it would have been more of 
an honor to help liberate his home and the rest of the world 
from the dragons.

clas’ Makus hadnAt antiNipated that the people of the 
broader world would enlighten and unsettle him the way 
they did. Oe had always been fond of new ideas’ so he had 
embraNed Nonversation with the humans from afar without 
hesitation. Tut for better or worse’ doing so illuminated ffust 
how small his world had always been. She new ideas of his 
homeland had all been born of a partiNular’ familiar world-
view’ but the new ideas of the humans were unfathomably 
alien’ even at their foundation. Most of the foreign peoples 
sNoïed at the notion of a divine will and moNked many gods 
who were not so diïerent from MakusAs. Ct had been obvious 
to them that tales of heavens and spirits were fabriNations 
of ignorant peoples’ and eventually’ it beName obvious to 
Makus too.

Shat had been a terrifying ethos to adopt’ but there was 
no part of Makus that Nould have gone on believing in clun 
and qra aIer a few months in the Nity. She admission shook 
him to his Nore’ for there was almost nothing he believed of 
importanNe that didnAt traNe its roots baNk to his long-held 
beliefs in his anNestorsA gods. Oe suddenly saw his time as 
a Wight Harrior as having been a nazve’ unwarranted risk 
to his life. Oe reali;ed that Lake Portumnus hadnAt been 
proteNted by any divine forNe when the dragons NameZ it 
had only been proteNted by water. She wisdom of the wisest 
people heAd ever known Nrumbled before him’ and the eïeNt 
was something like being leI out in Nold darkness. Oe didnAt 
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know where to turn. Oe didnAt know what mattered most. Oe 
didnAt know what his life meant.

TeNoming RerahAs personal guard had helped some’ and 
he hoped her disNovery of the dragon-killerAs identity would 
help more. Tut the longer RerahAs searNh had gone on with-
out answers’ the more Makus had struggled without a Nlear 
purpose. Oe longed for the sense of Nertainty and meaning 
that had defined his naive youth’ but no matter where he 
searNhed’ he Nould not find anything that Name Nlose to 
providing it.

jortunately for Makus’ Cvory ,ity oïered many interest-
ing and enffoyable aNtivities that helped keep him from going 
mad while he tried to figure out his new plaNe in the world. 
Shis had been enough for a time’ but aIer three years in 
the Nity’ he had eaten every meal at every eatery in Cvory 
,ity’ and heAd tasted every drink. OeAd seen all the theatriNal 
performanNes and danNes at ?avenwood Sheater. Even the 
oNNasional hanging was of no interest to him anymore. Oow 
many times Nould one watNh a neNk snap before the thrill 
of the speNtaNle fadedffi cpparently’ not many. OeAd experi-
enNed every pleasure the Nity had to oïer’ and now’ he was 
nearly numb to them all.

Oe wasnAt the only one in this prediNament. Shat is why’ 
as of late’ heAd been ffoining expeditions into the valley 
during his free time to light fires and enffoy drinks and 
smoke. She groups always sought a new plaNe to enffoy them-
selves—some Nave or hilltop they had yet to disNover. Wovel 
thrills were their aim’ and there were no more to be found 
within Cvory ,ityAs walls.

She sun had set a Nouple of hours earlier’ whiNh meant 
Makus was oDNially relieved of his responsibilities for the 



FEAR OF THE SKY 69

next week. Tut before he leI’ he peeked into RerahAs Nham-
ber. cs expeNted’ it was empty. Oe Nlimbed “unbardinAs 
highest tower and gently knoNked on the door to RerahAs 
laboratory.

Y”esffiG Rerah said from inside.
Oe entered and found her on her stool’ bent and looking 

through the magnifying glass at the tiny blaNk sNale—her 
obsession. Ct was a pieNe of dried dragon-killer poison—the 
only pieNe she had sinNe getting another would reBuire wast-
ing some of the few drops of fresh poison they had leI. Rerah 
was writing as she stared. Makus wondered how many pages 
one Nould write about a thing so small.

c part of Makus understood RerahAs passion. She dragon 
c;oNh had murdered her entire family in front of her—two 
young boys and a husband. Fhe had never expliNitly stated to 
Makus that revenge was her aim—in faNt’ she almost never 
disNussed her loss—but she didnAt have to. Hhat else would 
have driven her to work so tirelessly to disNover the poisonAs 
identityffi

Everyone knew Lord cdair would not allow anyone to use 
the dragon-killer on c;oNh until they got more of it. cs long 
as the dragon feared cdair and stayed away’ there was no 
point in using the last of the poison on her—espeNially sinNe 
it would leave them defenseless against other dragons that 
might show up if her territory was unoNNupied. Everyone 
wanted to figure out what the dragon-killer was’ of Nourse. 
Everyone knew that it Nould save the world one day. Tut 
RerahAs obsession with the riddle was not healthy’ at least 
in MakusAs opinion.
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She  room  was  lit  by  a  half-do;en  Nandles  sNattered 
throughout it. She stenNh from the last failed experiment 
still lingered’ though it had faded some.

YOave we disNovered the seNret todayffiG Makus asked’ al-
ready knowing the answer.

YCAve not yet replaNed all my glassware’G Rerah said’ still 
looking at the sNale. Oer ink Buill sNratNhed against the 
pebbly parNhment. cIer a moment of silenNe from Makus’ 
she stopped writing and slowly raised her eyes from the 
paper. YC thought ?eya had Nome on at sundownffiG

Makus nodded. YCn her Buarters now. C wanted to let you 
know that weAre going to the Worth jork tonight’ staying for 
a few days.G Oe paused. Y”ou should Nome spend a night with 
us.G

Y”ou know C NanAt. CAm...G
Y!oing to do what you do every nightffiG
Y”ou know C donAt like those sorts of gatherings. She drink 

and smoke—they arenAt for me.G
Y”ou never partook in those things before. cnd yet you 

used to smile. Tefore cdair gave you this... work.G
Rerah put down her Buill and rotated on the stool toward 

Makus’ who towered over her. Ycnd C will againfl Tut how 
muNh more will we smile when CAve suNNeededffi Hhen the 
dragons are falling from the sky by the do;enffiG

Y”ou mean when Azoch falls from the skyffiG 
Rerah reaNted as if sheAd been punNhed in the gut.
Makus oïered a nod of resignation. YCf you Nhange your 

mind’ youAre more than welNome any time.G
Rerah smiled. YShank you’ but donAt expeNt me.G Fhe 

turned baNk toward the little blaNk sNale beneath the mag-
nifying glass and piNked up her Buill. YEnffoy your time oï.G 



FEAR OF THE SKY 71

Shey met on a small peninsula where the Syel ?iver Kowed 
into the ckando ?iver. She fire was bigger than it should 
have been’ and Makus had to retreat from it several times as 
its Kames leaped toward the treetops. Oe didnAt know many 
in this group very well aside from Uavil’ who had invited 
him. Tut Uavil was somewhere in the forest with cstellis.

Elsewhere’ a few townsfolk smoked something on the 
edge of the fireAs light. qthers Nhattered about something 
politiNal. Jnder a nearby tree’ foolish men gambled in a 
game of diNe. Makus sat alone against a stump’ sipping ale 
and staring at the fire’ uninterested in anything going on 
around him.

c form stumbled out of the shadow in MakusAs periphery. 
Ct plodded Nlumsily toward him and sat without invitation. 
Ct was “oerwine jelsmit’ and she seemed Buite drunk.

Makus glanNed toward her’ irked by her invasion of his 
spaNe. YCAm glad to see you took BustiNe WoburiaAs adviNe.G

Ycllabel is more than Napable of watNhing my tavern 
alone’G “ori slurred.

Makus stood to go somewhere else. cnywhere else.
YOeyfl C need to talk to you’G “ori said.
Makus sighed. YC think C heard enough from you in your 

tavern.G
“ori shook her head’ and her eyes widened. YWo’ you have 

not. C talked to him again.G
YHhoffiG
YShe god.G
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Y?ight. She god.G Makus tried to turn away.
YOe said C needed to talk to you.G
Y”ouAve had too muNh to drink.G
“ori ignored the aNNusation. Y”ou were right to leave be-

hind the Nhildishness of your homeland. Sheir small minds 
and foolishness. ShatAs what he said to tell you—that you 
were right.G Fhe put her hand on her hip and nodded in 
drunken satisfaNtion.

She words struNk Makus more forNefully than heAd admit 
to “ori. 

“ori seemed to notiNe his silent reaNtion. YOe wants to 
speak with you.G 

MakusAs pulse BuiNkened’ and suddenly he felt fear Nreep-
ing in from the darkness around the fire. Shen he grew 
angry. Hhy was he entertaining this at allffi Ct must have been 
the ale. YShen tell him to speak to me’G he said antagonisti-
Nally.

YOe told me youAre too far from him. Shat youAd have to 
invite him in’G “ori said.

YHhat does that meanffi Oow does one invite a god inffiG 
Makus asked’ moNkingly.

“ori shrugged. YBust ask him to Nome to you.G Oer words 
had beNome BuiNk and indiïerent. YCtAs Buite a thrill when 
he Nomes’ at least for me. jar beyond anything your ale has 
to oïer.G

MakusAs eyes narrowed. Oe wondered if “ori should be 
loNked up. Fhe was probably the first genuinely insane per-
son he had ever met. YCAll keep it in mind’G Makus said. Oe 
slurped the last drops of ale from his mug.

“oriAs faNe dropped in disappointment. YHhy does every-
one keep saying thatffi CAm not mad.G
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Makus NhuNkled and extended his empty mug toward her. 
YHhereAs the rest of the aleffiG



Chapter 9

T heia’s death had been cleaner than most of the rest, at 
least in appearance. She lay on her side, ghost-white 

with blood blossoming from the center of her chest and 
running onto the ground. Iko squatted beside her and swept 
her delicate blonde hair from her half-opened eyes. Her cold 
skin saddened him. He regretted what they had become to 
each other and that they would never make amends. How 
terrible it was that for all of Cas’s life, her parents had been 
so adversarial. Iko would never be rid of the guilt.

The others had started back to Jynsomn in small groups 
before sunrise, uncaring for the dead. Iko had stayed to give 
Theia a proper blessing and burial. He owed her as much 
since she had died trying to save their daughter, and it was 
what Cas would have wanted.

Elex helped wrap her in her cloak and carry her out of the 
cave. They placed her beneath the overhang under which 
they had slept the previous night and piled stones to conceal 
her. With his Silent Scroll in hand, Iko carried out the tra-
ditional burial rite of Silence and read a passage about the 
a“erlife from the holy book. Elex listened attentively.

A?re we going to pray for Cas”fi Elex asked through tears 
when Iko Pnished.
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Iko was not ready for that. AWhen we get back,fi he said, 
holding the Silent Scroll tightly to his chest. AI want to 
gather all of her belongings Prst since we don’t have... her.fi

Iko shuddered. Had it not all been a dream” Was he sure 
Cas was not with the group that had gone back to Jynsomn” 
Merhaps she had gotten away and gone back on her own. 
Naybe she had fallen in with ?lisa and her family.

jo. She was probably in the bellies of wretchers by now.
Elex returned to the cave to gather his belongings. Iko 

leaned against a rock and glanced at the bright blue morning 
sky. It was a clear day with zust a few streaking clouds. There 
would be no hiding from Ni!ur if he passed, but Iko no 
longer cared.

AIko—fi Elex called from the cave. He was dragging some-
thing. ACome take a look at this.fi

Elex had dragged a dead ukori into the sunlight. The 
stench of the creature was unbearable. Even alive, it had 
smelled like a decaying animal. Iko didn’t understand why 
Elex had done it until he beheld the ukori.

AI’ve never seen an ukori that looked like this,fi Elex said, 
wrinkling his nose.

AHow many ukori have you seen so close”fi Iko asked.
AEnough,fi Elex said.
Iko observed the ukori. It wore a leather cuirass over a 

knitted crimson top and still tightly gripped an expertly 
cra“ed broadsword. It even wore pantsfflocal ukori usually 
didn’t wear pants. The white painted symbol on its forehead 
was the most peculiar thingffit was an inverted triangle 
with a zagged, alien character in each corner. ?nd a metal 
medallion of the same shape and etched with the same for-
eign characters hung around its neck.
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AWere the others all the same”fi Iko asked. AI remember a 
breastplate on one.fi

AI didn’t get a good look at them. It was too dark.fi
Iko crouched next to the ukori and yanked the medallion 

oB. He tossed it to Elex.
Elex inspected it. ASeems a bit sophisticated for a wretch-

er. ?nd did you notice the wregs were Pghting too” There 
are several dead in there with swords at their sides. Strange, 
isn’t it”fi

Elex was right. Wregs and ukori usually lived together in a 
mutually benePcial relationship. The wregs did the manual 
labor, food gathering, and general maintenance of their cave 
homes. The ukori were the aggressive ones and generally 
protected their communities. Wregs were comparably skit-
tish, especially when ukori weren’t around. Kut these wregs 
had seemed zust as willing as their ukori counterparts to 
Pght. 

AThese must be Oruick’s foreign wretchers,fi Iko said, 
brow furrowed.

fln a hunch, he Lipped his leather bag to his front and 
pulled out Wretchers of the Sepentrios. It was a blue book with 
shimmering gold lettering. The book creaked as he opened 
it. He thumbed through the pages, releasing the smell of 
damp, old paper as he searched for something that looked 
like these wretchers. ?“er repeatedly coming up empty, he 
turned to the back of the book. There was an index. Kut no 
entry for crimson. jone for paint. jone for white paint. Kut 
there was an entry for war paint.

War paint, see Praivun Alliance 
Praivun Alliance, 147–153
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Iko Lipped to the pages. There was an image of the symbol 
that was painted upon the ukori’s forehead at the top of the 
page. Iko started reading.

The Praivun Alliance resides in a network of natu-
rally occurring underground tunnels (commonly re-
ferred to as ‘burrows’) in the upper Leinna Moun-
tains in Arcantu. Set apart from other wretchers by 
their religious fervor, they are rarely found elsewhere 
since they consider their cavernous home a gi, from 
their god, Praivus.

AThey are members of the Mraivun ?lliance.fi Iko stared at 
the image, then showed it to Elex.

Ajever heard of them.fi 
Ajeither have I. Says they come from the mountains in 

?rcantu.fi 
A?rcantu”fi Elex asked. AWhy’ve they come so far”fi
Iko slapped the book shut, suddenly uncaring about the 

identity of the wretchers. ANakes no diBerence to Cas,fi he 
said grimly. A8et’s get out of these wretched mountains.fi



Chapter 10

E ighteen-year-old Gilly Dagmire plodded down the 
crumbling spiral staircase that would take him to Dun-

bardin Castle’s lowest underground levels. He extended his 
candle in front of him and carefully stepped so that he would 
not go tumbling down the uneven stairs. The last thing he 
needed was to injure himself in such a remote location. The 
nearest fellow guardsman was at least a couple of stories 
overhead and would likely not hear any cries for help.

As a new recruit to Ivory City’s Guard, Gilly had earned 
the worst assignment of them all—patrolling the most ob-
scure nooks and crannies of Dunbardin Castle by himself 
during the night shiB. ffasements, seldom-walked hallways, 
and even an entirely vacated wing were on his itinerary twice 
a night, and none of them ever offiered any sort of excite-
ment. Despite this being only his third shiB of oScial duty, 
Gilly had already grown tired of the lonely treks through 
the unlit corridors and musty abandoned rooms. He had to 
remind himself to remain proud to be wearing the ivory 
tunic of the Guard. He had earned it with hard work, and he 
was sure it would help turn the heads of a few girls.

At last, Gilly came to the bottom of the stairs and ap-
proached the doors to his last stop of the night, a shrine 
dedicated to The Oilent ;ne. He didn’t know why he ever had 
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to worry about the roomN allegedly, hardly anyone spent time 
in there anymore. Uevertheless, evidence of wax showed 
there had been at least a couple of candles burning the last 
two nights. A few steps into the room, Gilly sensed another 
peculiarity. A cold draB came from the shrine’s far side. 
flpon it was an odor that reminded him of rust and mud. 
He had not noticed the smell the previous times he had 
patrolled there.

He kept his candle raised as he crept over the dusty qag-
stone qoors. Though he could only see a few feet in front 
of him, he knew the room was circular and about sixty feet 
in diameter, with several concentric rows of old oak pews 
surrounding an altar at its center. The brick ceiling of the 
shrine hovered just a couple of feet over Gilly’s head, seem-
ing as if it would cave in on him any moment. It was zuite 
uncomfortable, and it did not help that what little walking 
space there was between the pews was partially obstructed 
by ornately carved stone columns that supported the low 
ceiling.

Gilly szuee“ed between the pews and columns until he 
came to the space around the room’s altar. It was a simple 
structure, a small block of smoothed granite three feet tall 
and three feet wide. flpon it were several half-burned can-
dles and puddles of dried wax.

Typically, this would have been the end of the patrol for 
Gilly, but as he turned to leave the shrine, he heard some-
thing that he knew was not zuite right. It came from the 
shadows on the opposite side of the room.

Tap, tap, tap.
The sound drummed on.
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Gilly recogni“ed that the tapping had been there all along 
and that he just had not noticed it. flsing his candle to lead 
the way, he stepped around the little altar and walked toward 
the far wall.

?Is someone here”P Gilly called into the darkness.
Uo response.
He inched closer and szuee“ed between another column 

and a row of pews. He switched the candle to his leB hand 
and placed his right upon the pommel of his sword. He called 
out again as he started to sweat, ?I don’t mean to interrupt 
your prayers. ffut if you’re in here, could you please say 
something”P

Uothing.
Gilly tensed as he came to the last pew, just a few feet from 

the nearest wall. As he took another step, his boot splashed 
in shallow water. Merplexed, he lowered the candle toward 
the ground. A thin sheet of water trickled over the qoor, 
collecting in a depression a few feet away. !ore surprising 
were the dirt and brick fragments strewn over the qoor. He 
studied the scene, then stepped in the direction from which 
the water qowed.

He reali“ed that the tapping was the sound of water drip-
ping from the shadow-veiled wall before him. Gilly raised 
his candle as he neared the wall, and he gasped at what its 
light revealed.

A four-foot section of the shrine’s brick wall was gone. 
Oomething had smashed it in from the outside. A freshly dug 
tunnel ran into the earth. It was large enough for at least 
a couple of men to come through. A cool bree“e from the 
tunnel waBed over Gilly, carrying upon it the damp, metallic 
smell he had already noticed. Groundwater dripped from the 
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top of the tunnel and formed the stream, which trickled over 
the shrine’s qoor. Gilly knew at once what had happened. 
The foreign, crimson-clad wretchers had burrowed into the 
castleW

Oomething growled in the darkness behind him.
Gilly whirled around and drew his blade. He raised the 

sword toward the growl and yelled, ?GuardsW GuardsW fie 
may have a problem hereW GuardsWP

Another growl came from his right, this one closer than 
the Krst. ;eeping his sword raised, he stepped cautiously 
toward the door.

?If this is more ha“ing, I am not having itWP he cried, 
knowing that it wasn’t the case. ?I’ll run you throughWP 

Gilly stepped toward the door with his sword pointed 
toward whatever was in the room. He would get out of the 
shrine, bar the door, then go for help. He could wake the cas-
tle zuickly enough, and it was apparent that the wretchers 
had not gotten an army inside yet. Merhaps it was not too 
late.

Oomething else szuawked to Gilly’s leB, and he started to 
panic. fias he surrounded” He redirected his sword toward 
the szuawk and watched his arm tremble violently. He would 
be helpless if forced to defend himself with the bladeN it felt 
so impossibly heavy. He had to get out of the shrine before 
it came to that.

Oomething struck him hard in the middle of his back, 
knocking him forward and sending the candle and sword 
from his hands. He landed on his knees before the little 
altar and watched the candle tumble between two nearby 
pews. Ama“ingly, the candle stayed aqame. As it came to 
rest, Gilly recogni“ed with horror the shadowy forms of 
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three wregs crouched between pews before him. Their eyes 
qashed white as they reqected the candle’s light. The wregs 
watched him intently for a moment. ;ne of them screeched 
tauntingly.

Gilly felt light-headed. He lost his balance and fell onto 
his side. Then he saw another stream trickling across the 
qoor, but this one was not water. This stream was dark 
and crimson. His hand came to his side, and he reali“ed 
that a broadsword was sticking out of his stomach. It was 
only then that he felt the searing pain of being stabbed. He 
suddenly felt weak and zueasy. Desperate, he used his arms 
to drag himself toward the door. !aybe he could still get 
out. Merhaps someone had heard his calls and would be along 
shortly to save him.

A heavy thing pushed down on Gilly’s back, pinning him 
to the ground. He felt the burning pain of the sword being 
pulled from his body and wailed loudly. He strained to turn 
himself over and face his attacker. There, in the dim orange 
light, an ukori with an angular white symbol on his forehead 
stood over him with the bloody broadsword in hand. The 
brute unhurriedly wiped the blade clean on his tunic and 
sheathed it. He growled again. He grabbed Gilly by his tunic 
and, using just one arm, picked him up so that the two were 
face-to-face. 

Gilly’s feet dangled helplessly in the air. The world around 
him started fading, and oddly, so did his fear. He knew what 
was about to happen, but to his surprise, he was completely 
resigned to it. There was nothing leB to do now. He looked 
into the ukori’s spiteful eyes. Then, before the young guards-
man could react, the lion-like creature opened its powerful 
jaws and pulled Gilly’s head into them. 



Chapter 11

T he morning grew warm as Iko sat watching the waving 
willow that shared his home. 

When he had returned a,er the wretcher attackp he had 
unbacked his things and tried to settle yack into his usual 
rhCthmsp yut with Ras gonep that had not yeen easC. Three 
daCs laterp his things were again backed as theC had yeen 
the daC HCgold had summoned him. flis sword was on his 
hibp his yags were overfowingp and nothing oE imbortance 
remained in its blace in his yedroom. fle still had too Eew 
arrowsp yut he would make more along the waC.

xle’“s head abbeared at the tob oE the stairsp and Iko 
yreathed a sigh oE relieE. xle’ was latep yut since Iko hadn“t 
wanted to leave without saCing goodyCep he had waited Eor 
him.

xle’ surveCed Iko“s brebarations to leave. A?re Cou going 
somewhere”ff

Iko oMered a nod and a grunt.
AWhere to”ff
AWest.ff 
AWest” Dorayurg”ff
ADaCye. DaCye as Ear as !eiland.ff
A!eilandz That“s halE a world awaC.ff xle’ stebbed slowlC to 

the tob oE the stairsp keebing his sorrowEul gafie S’ed on Iko.
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AIt is Ear.ff Iko returned his attention to the willowp unayle 
to Eace his onlC Eriend. AI was hobing Cou would come along.ff

ARome along”ff xle’ askedp his voice suddenlC laced with 
anger. ATo what” To where” This blace is all I have.ff

ARas was all that I had.ff 
xle’ took a seat across the small roomp yack against the 

Eragment oE the yrick wall in Eront oE the willow“s droobing 
Eoliage. flis legs were outstretched. AHememyer when mC 
sister died” What was it Cou told me ayout The Oilent qne” 
?yout grieving and loss” It does no justice to flee from grief”ff

AIt maC ye sacrilege to Buote the Oilent Ocroll so boorlCpff 
Iko saidp words Eull oE sbite. fle immediatelC regretted them. 
Yut desbite xle’“s wounded e’bressionp he did not abologifie.

ANou“re not the onlC one who lost someonepff xle’ said. 
ADaCye Cou should talk to some oE the others.ff

A?nd what could theC tell me”ff snabbed Iko. Aflow to yurC 
mC grieE with broEanitC” flow to but all mC Eaith in someone 
as insolent as Hog” It seems I“m the onlC one who Buestioned 
the move to the mountains. TheC are misguided Eoolsp xle’p 
all oE them. TheC Eollowed him ylindlC into berilp and Ras 
was killed Eor it. It“s all their Eault.ff Tears welled in his eCes.

Ajop Iko. It“s the wretchers“ Eault.ff
Iko sighed heavilCp Snished with the e’change. AI take it 

Cou will not ye -oining me”ff
xle’ shook his head. ANou“re mC yest Eriendp yut I can“t 

wander aimlesslC into an ayCss with Cou. We don“t even 
know what“s le, out there. There might ye no one and nothK
ing to Snd yut trolls and dragon Sre.ff

AThen I“d ye no worse oM than I am herepff Iko said.
ANou don“t reallC mean thatpff xle’ said. fle sat BuietlC Eor a 

long moment. When Iko said nothing elsep xle’ stood. AWellp 
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iE Cou reallC mean to leavep can I have that yook oE Cours” 
The one ayout the wretchers”ff fle didn“t seem interested in 
talking more ayout Iko“s debarture.

Iko emyraced the change oE suy-ect. AOurep yut whC” Nou 
can“t read.ff

xle’ cleared his throat. APruick can read somep and we 
wanted to know more ayout the Lraivun ?lliance.ff

Iko rolled his eCes. Pruick could yarelC read children“s 
yooks. Yut desiring to leave xle’ on good termsp he leaned 
over to his yag and obened it to retrieve the mustC ylue yook.

xle’ continuedp AI told him ayout what Cou“d Eoundp and 
he said we should learn what we can ayout them in case we 
have to deal with them again.ff

ALroyaylC not a yad ideapff Iko said. fle handed the yook 
over.

xle’ obened it to nothing in barticular. AIt seems theC 
breEer eating our girls and women. TheC took Rasp —ucip and 
Haakal.ff

AWho“s that”ff
Aqne oE the —otherin girlspff xle’ reminded Iko. A?nd theC 

tried to take ?lisa toop rememyer”ff
AYoung womenpff Iko grimlC commented.
A?bbarentlCp theC grayyed boor Theia to take her awaCp 

yut she Eought Eor Ras and...ff fle shrugged. 
Iko“s eCes narrowed. Ajo males at all”ff
xle’ shook his head.
That was odd. —uci would have certainlC yeen with at least 

a couble oE her Coung yoCsJeasC breC Eor wretchers. Net 
theC had le, them alone” 

A—et me see thatpff Iko saidp indicating Wretchers of the 
Sepentrios.
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xle’ tossed it overp and Iko obened to the bages on the 
Lraivun ?lliance. AHCgold“s yayC yrotherp what“s his name”ff

AGunopff xle’ said. A?nd he“s three now. The new yayC is a 
girl.ff

ANes. I meant Guno. TheC didn“t trC to take him”ff Iko 
scanned the bages.

Ajobe.  Otrangep  isn“t  it”  TheC killed some men who 
Eoughtp oE coursep yut theC didn“t trC to take anC oE the yoCs. 
Pruick swears theC were going Eor the girls. ?nd he was in 
there.ff

? line in the yook -umbed oM the bage.

...captured and sacrificed females of other sentient 
species, including humans.

Iko Eound the yeginning oE the baragrabh and started 
reading.

Stories abound of the sacrifice and spectacle of the 
annual “Praivun Moon” celebration, which takes 
place every harvest moon. At midnight of their most 
sacred occasion, the wretchers cast females of their 
own kind into the lava flow of Mount Kompeiti, 
sacrificing their remaining fertile years to appease 
Praivus. Ancient records indicate that, while away 
from their home warring, the Praivun Alliance’s (all 
male) army occasionally captured and sacrificed fe-
males of other sentient species, including humans, 
on the night of the Praivun Moon by burning them 
at a stake.
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The words were a fash in the darknessJa bainEul hobe. 
Iko stood. flis throat was so tight Erom the e’citement that 
he could yarelC reread the baragrabh to xle’.

xle’ understood at once. ANou think that“s whC theC took 
girls”ff

Iko“s eCes were wide. AThe harvest moon is more than 
three weeks Erom now. Ohe might ye alive. Rasiena might 
still ye alivezff fle was suddenlC sick with the thought oE what 
the last two daCs would have yeen like Eor her. fle imagined 
her yound and Eed rotten meat and insects. TheC would keeb 
her alive iE theC meant to sacriSce herp yut she must have 
yeen so scared. AWe must go yack.ff

xle’ raised his hands. A!on“t go running oM -ust Cet. YenK
nick will want to know. xven Hog will broyaylC ye interested 
in helbing iE Ras might still ye out there. We can come ub 
with a blan.ff 

Iko had no oy-ection to the thought oE Hog -oining him iE 
it meant getting Ras yack.

xle’ continued careEullC. A?nd mind Cour hobep Iko. I want 
her to ye alive toop yut... wellp mind Cour hobe.ff

Yrushing the warning asidep Iko saidp AIt“s what I have 
now.ff

Iko and xle’ onlC meant to tell a couble oE beoble what 
theC had learnedp yut the news sbread like wildSre through 
GCnsomn. TheC had brobosed a small meeting in the liyrarC 
the same a,ernoonp yut when the time Eor the meeting 
arrivedp nearlC all the survivors oE GCnsomn and —otherin 
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had crammed into Iko“s meeting sbace among the yooks. 
The crowd mumyled somyerlC among themselvesp in stark 
contrast to the celeyratorC mood oE the cave a Eew nights 
earlier. 

xven without raising his voicep Hog“s sbeech silenced the 
crowd. A—et“s hear itp Iko. Tell us more ayout what Cou“ve 
uncovered.ff 

The crowd sbread outp encircling the sbace yetween the 
chairs and desk Eor Iko and Hog. xle’ and Yennick stood 
yehind them.

Iko swallowed and stebbed to the center oE the sbacep sudK
denlC nervous. fle had not considered that he might have to 
e’blain the Lraivun ?lliance and their customs to everyone. 
AHight.ff fle ruyyed his hands together. AThe wretchers that 
yeEell us at Felida were not ordinarC wretchers.ff

AWe alreadC know thatzff a malcontent shouted Erom the 
yack.

Iko raised his hands. ATheC are oE the Lraivun ?lliance. 
Urom ?rcantu.ff

A?rcantu”ff another said. AWhC would theC come so Ear”ff
AIJI don“t knowpff Iko said. AYut I think it“s a certain 

thing.ff fle raised Wretchers of the Sepentriosp alreadC obened 
to the bage with the bicture oE the inverted triangle. AThis 
was bainted on their Eoreheads. It“s uniBue to the Lraivun 
?lliance.ff

AYut oE the harvest moonpff Hog urgedp Eolding his arms. 
ATell us oE that.ff

ATheC sacriSce Eemales everC harvest moonpff Iko said. 
AfflsuallC their ownp yut when theC were awaC Eor war in the 
bastp theC kidnabbed human girls and Coung women.ff
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AWar”ff Hog asked. AThere hasn“t yeen a war in decades. 
There is no one le, Eor wars.ff

AThat“s not the bointpff Iko said. ATheC are awaC Erom 
homep so I thinkJff

ANou think a lot oE strange thingspff Hog said. ANou suggest 
that a Eew oE us charge ahead into the mountains a,er a 
yunch oE ukori yecause oE what Cou think”ff fle sboke louder 
so that everCone could hear. AI was led to yelieve Cou had 
proof that theC were alive.ff

The malcontent in the yack screamedp Aflas no one seen 
that theC have survived”ff

AWellp no. Yut that doesn“t mean theC“re deadpff Iko said. 
fle stebbed toward Hog and sboke so that his words staCed 
yetween the two oE them. AIs it reallC not enough Eor Cou” 
jot enough that Rasiena might still ye alive” It is at least 
worth an e’bedition.ff 

Hog did not lower his voice. AIt“s suicidalz ?nd Eor what” 
Nour hunch and a yook written a hundred Cears ago”ff

Iko was sbeechless.
AThis isn“t what we were led to yelievepff someone said. 

Afle“s -ust gone mad yecause theC took his daughterzff 
OlowlCp the crowd started shu?ing out oE the liyrarC. 
Iko sbun toward Yennick Ohuckwinep who stood yeside 

xle’. fle was a slender man with a longp hooked nose. OurelCp 
he could not denC a chance to save his wiEe and unyorn child. 
AYennick”ff Iko said.

AI“m sorrCpff Yennick saidp grieEKstricken. ADC yoCs can“t 
ye le, orbhans.ff

AWhat ayout —uci”ff Iko said.
AIE Cou were surerp berhabspff Yennick saidp and then he 

Eollowed Hog out oE the liyrarC.



KRISTOPHER ACKOURY90

qnlC Iko and xle’ remained in the meeting sbace.
AI can“t yelieve itpff xle’ saidp oyserving the suddenlC embK

tC liyrarC.
AI can.ff Iko Eell into his Eavorite chairp which groaned 

under his weight.
xle’ leaned against the desk. AOop what“s ne’t”ff
Iko raised his head to Snd xle’ haloed yC the a,ernoon 

sunlight that shone through the liyrarC“s tall windows.
AI cannot ask Cou to Eollow mep xle’.ff
xle’ chuckled and sat on the desk. flis eCes yrightened. 

ANou wanted me to Eollow Cou into the unknown Eor nothing. 
Yut this is Eor Rasp and now Cou want to call me oM” !o Cou 
think we can do it or not”ff

AWe will not know until we go. Yut iE there is a waCp I will 
Snd it.ff

AThen I will Snd it with Cou.ff
ANou“re a yetter Eriend than I deservepff Iko saidp lowering 

his chin. AI would ye Eorever indeyted to Cou.ff 
xle’ waved oM the sentiment. AOop when do Cou want to 

leave”ff 
AOunset. We gain nothing yC waiting.ff 
xle’“s eCes widenedp yut he did not brotest.
AYe sure to yring that atlas Cou“re alwaCs looking atpff Iko 

said. AIt might come in handC.ff



Chapter 12

Z erah stood with Lord Bhal Adair in The Silent One’s 
shrine beneath Dunbardin Castle, awaiting the return 

of the small team of guardsmen who’d entered the wretchers’ 
underground tunnel. General Vhannus was with them, too. 
He was the old, orange-eyed marikano in charge of Ivory 
City’s defenses. None had spoken much in the hour since the 
guardsmen had leE the shrine.

qvery candle in the shrine was lit, illuminating Gilly’s 
bloodstains and the darker bloodstains of the wretchers 
who’d found their way into Dunbardin the night before. A 
pair of other guardsmen had heard his screams from above 
but hadn’t arrived in time to do anything for the poor boy. 
They’d gathered a small team and made fiuick work of the 
few wretchers they’d found, then they’d alerted the entire 
castle to the in—ltration. qveryone had prepared themselves 
for a —ghtzfor a hundred ukori coming into Dunbardin 
from underground. But that never happened.

AEer a few hours of waiting, General Vhannus had grown 
con—dent that the rest of the wretchers weren’t coming. He’d 
then ordered a doxen of the most eFperienced guardsmen 
into the tunnel to see where it led. Zerah, Vhannus, and 
Adair now silently waited.
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flootsteps splashed in the shallow stream running through 
the tunnel, and the bare earth walls glowed orange as a torch 
drew near. Zerah re“eFively touched the hilt of her sword, 
relaFing only when the guardsmen appeared. A young scout 
named Beiva led the way.  He was covered in mud and 
drenched in sweat.

W?ell”j Vhannus asked.
WIt runs due south,j Beiva said, panting. WComes up on the 

other side of the tree line, right under a huge boulder.j
WThe tree line”j Zerah asked. WThat’s a mile away.j
Beiva nodded and wiped the sweat from his brow. WIt’s 

concealed well, too.j
Zerah looked at Bhal Adair, Paw clenched and eyes wide.
Adair was a handsome man, tall and strong with gray-blue 

eyes. He kept his full head of gray hair cut short and his full 
beard the same length. He nodded to Zerah as if to say he 
was as alarmed as she was.

WThey’ve been at it a while, then,j Vhannus said. He 
peered over his thin wire-framed spectacles at Adair. WI 
guess we’ve settled the fiuestion as to whether or not they 
are hostile.j

WIt would seem so,j Adair said.
Zerah asked Beiva. WNo sign of them at the other end”j
Beiva shook his head. W?e didn’t —nd anything. Not even 

all the earth they moved.j
WCareful,  too,j  Vhannus  said.  WThey  must  be  in  the 

Garans,j he said, referring to the mountain range at the foot 
of which Ivory City resided. The mountains ran southward 
from there. He looked at Adair. W?e’ve been lucky, Bhal. 
They didn’t mean to hit this shrine. Rrobably didn’t even 
realixe it was down here. If they hadn’t, we may not have 
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known about them until they were sfiuirming out of a hole 
in the middle of the market.j

WThere could be more tunnels, too,j Zerah said, dreading 
the thought.

WRrobably,j Adair said. WThey don’t seem stupid enough to 
risk all of them coming through Pust one.j

Vhannus took a deep breath. W?e need to act fiuickly. Yoot 
them out before they attack at full strength.j

Adair’s eyes narrowed. Wffou don’t think we could negoti-
ate”j

WThey’re vermin, Bhal,j Vhannus said. WAnd even if we 
forget that they’ve Pust tried to tunnel into our city, their 
weapons and armor tell me they didn’t come all this way Pust 
to talk.j

Wffou’re probably right,j Adair said. WBut war should not 
be our —rst option. Let’s get a plan together to —nd them. I’ll 
come up with words for them, but be ready to coordinate an 
oMensive.j

WI’ll be ready as soon as we know where they are,j Vhannus 
replied.

Zerah asked, W?here will you start your search” There are 
a lot of hiding places in the Garans.j

Vhannus shrugged. WHard to say. ?e’ll send out as many 
scouting parties as we can without leaving the city defense-
less. Cover as much ground as we can as fiuickly as we can.j 
He started up the stairs.

Adair turned toward the guardsmen who’d come through 
the tunnel. WThank you all. Yest up for now, will you” ffou’ll 
need your strength.j

Beiva nodded and led the rest of them up the stairs behind 
the general.
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Zerah turned to follow them, but Adair raised a hand to 
stay her eFit. The two were soon alone in the shrine.

WI’m going to go with them,j Adair said.
WBhal, that’s foolish.j 
Adair folded his arms.
Zerah wasn’t surprised. Despite being old enough to be 

her fatherzor perhaps grandfatherzBhal Adair had more 
energy than most men half his age. Jore importantly, he was 
a man of action. It drove him mad if he wasn’t directly in-
volved in something he thought really mattered. He’d hunted 
down criminals on his own on more than one occasion. He’d 
scaled the highest towers of Dunbardin to refurbish their 
roofsza Pob that had claimed four lives. And Pust a few 
weeks ago, he’d broken up a —ght between two drunks with 
knives. Jany people admired his eagerness to be so involved 
in everything, but Zerah had long thought it was a weakness. 
He took risks because he didn’t trust anyone else to get the 
Pob done. To Zerah, the man leading civilixation’s rebirth 
had some responsibility to make sure he didn’t get himself 
killed.

WI’m going to leave Dunbardin to you while I’m away,j 
Adair said.

Zerah gasped. WJe” ?hy me”j She’d thought it was al-
ways !ustice Val Campo who’d led when Adair was unavail-
able. He’d taken over when Adair had leE for Lake Rortum-
nus a year earlier, and the time Adair had nearly died of 
fever. ?asn’t he the better option to lead if wretchers were 
threatening Ivory City” Zerah had barely been on the Pob for 
siF months.

WSomeone other than Val needs to know what to do in my 
absence,j Adair said. WI trust you. The people trust you, too.j
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WThey hardly know me.j
WOh, they know you well enough by now.j 
Zerah  still  didn’t  like  the  idea.  She  was  already  so 

busyzand on the verge of a breakthrough with the drag-
on-killer. ?hat if Adair were gone for weeks” ?hat if he 
never came back” How many more people would the drag-
ons kill because she put aside her real work to “ounder in 
playing lord”

WBut, Bhal>j Zerah begged. 
Wffou’ll be —ne, Zerah,j Adair said, and he started up the 

stairs. W!ust don’t let Val talk you into anything you’ll regret.j



Chapter 13

I ko was eight years old again. His sturdy, broad-shoul-
dered father stepped out of the dense pine forest and 

looked to the sky. It was a cloudy spring day with a storm 
surely brewing. Over his father’s shoulders was a freshly 
killed sheep with an arrow sticking out of its heart and crim-
son blood staining its white wool. He listened carefully to 
the rustle of the trees behind him and the long marsh grass 
in front of him. The rapid, high-pitched chirps of swallows 
surrounded them. A frog croaked from the grass a few yards 
to the right. 

“Come on, son,” he called toward Iko.
Iko emerged from the forest and came to stand beside his 

father, and they peered at the muddy marshland together. 
Iko carried a sack full of freshly picked cotton bolls over his 
shoulder and his dad’s bow on his back. His tangled hair 
fluttered in the wind. “I’ll race you,” he said with a wry grin.

His father chuckled and began slogging through the mud.
“You’re no fun!” Iko said.
“I can think of few better ways to injure myself.” His father 

struggled to traverse the shallow marsh with the heavy, dead 
animal. “If I break a leg, who will provide for us?”

“I could do it.”
“I’m sure you could.”
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Forty yards through the marsh, and they were back on 
dry land. Another thirty through the dense forest, and they 
found their encampment along the barely discernible trail 
that had been the winter’s main trade route. Another trail 
would soon be marked before this one became easily seen 
from above.

His father’s blue eyes met Iko’s of the same color, and his 
voice was warm and comforting. He spoke prophetically, as 
he oBen did in these dreams. “If you had known what was 
going to happen today, would you have insisted that we leave 
now?”

fiut as usual, Iko did not understand at Wrst. “Dhat is 
going to happen today, Father?”

“It will be the last of these kinds of days,” his father said, 
now crouched over a pot of boiling water. He stirred the pot 
with a wooden spoon. “Kon’t you remember?”

Thunder rumbled in the distance.
Iko and his father were Wnishing their meal of mutton and 

potatoes as a light rain fell and trickled through the pine 
needles overhead.

“Dhat shall  we read this  evening?” his  father asked 
through a mouthful of potatoes.

“Kid you get anything else when we were in fiortura?” Iko 
asked. “I’m getting tired of the same stories.”

His father straightened, and his eyes widened. “How did 
you know? As a matter of fact, I did,” he said. “Have you ever 
heard of Sing —ynerus and the Troll Dars?”

Iko lit up. “Troll Wars! I didn’t know there was such a 
thing!”

His father’s thick brow furrowed. “You didn’t? Dell, it 
sounds like we have a winner.”
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Iko smiled as he tore a piece of mutton with his teeth.
The occasion was interrupted when a Wgure emerged from 

the mist at the edge of their encampment. A womanJa 
stern-faced warrior. Her hair was Wery red and fashioned 
into a braid draped over her shoulder. There was a long 
sword in a black scabbard on her back, and her chain mail 
looked heavy to Iko.

Iko’s father placed his bowl on the ground and stood. 
“Hello, Farah,” he greeted with a courteous nod.

Iko remembered Farah now. —he was an unbelieving hea-
then, like the rest of them. At least, that’s what his father had 
said.

“xona,” Farah said. There might have been distress in her 
neNt words. “They’ve taken the Rorth Eidge.”

The message gave xona pause.
Iko remembered Farah had been asking his father to do 

something for nearly a year now.
“You already have my answer,” xona said, stern but not 

unkind.
Farah was undeterred. “You’ve got friends, even some 

family who will be in danger.”
xona shrugged. “I will have them leave with me.”
Farah growled. “And go where? Across the plains? Into 

the mountains? Mven if you get away, do you think the 
qataran scourge will be stopped if we do not Wght it? You 
will have to take a stand eventually. You or someone else.” 
—he cast a cold glance at Iko.

The storm had passed. The warm aBernoon air was sticky 
and humid. Farah had joined xona and Iko around a Wre. xona 
had relented and was entertaining Farah’s proposition. He 
was asking a lot of ffuestions. Then he turned to Iko and 
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asked, “Ko you remember now, my boy? Ko you wish we had 
leB before she got here?”

Iko sffuinted. “fiut where would we have gone? Dould 
not Turakis have seen us on the plains? Dere the wretchers 
living somewhere other than the mountains?”

Farah observed the conversation indiGerently.
xona mused. “De could have run forever, my boy. Kon’t 

you think? Could you and I have made it on our own forev-
er?”

Iko started remembering. The qatarans worshiped drag-
onsJand their faith would prove misplaced. “De wouldn’t 
need to run forever, Father. Kon’t you know what’s going to 
happen to the qatarans?” 

—uddenly, his father did not remember. “Ro one can pre-
dict the future, Iko.”

“He’s a precious boy,” Farah said, “but still a child. He 
thinks some foolish things.”

“Ro, Father!” Iko said. He knew he had to stop him. 
“Rothing good will come of Wghting with her! Dith them. 
You know that. You told me that. The dragons wouldn’t even 
be here if not for their faithless ways.”

“You’ve got cousins in the Rorth. Your mother’s family,” 
xona said. He was not taking Iko’s warning seriously. “If we 
are not this world’s light, then who will be?”

Farah said, “De haven’t got time to waste. zather your 
things.” —he stood and observed the Wre. “And put this out 
before it gets too dark. Turakis is lingering nearby.” —he 
beheld Iko and asked xona, “You’ve taught your boy to shoot, 
haven’t you? Koes he have a bow of his own?”

“qy boy will not be near the ffuarreling,” xona said.
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“I can protect you, Father!” Iko said. “They don’t care 
about you. I care about you.”

“Ro, Iko,” xona said. “Iko!”
“Iko!”
Iko opened his eyes. His heart was pounding, and he was 

drenched in sweat despite it being cool out. It was MleN who 
had been calling his name, and he hovered over Iko. The sun 
would soon be over the eastern ridges, and much of the small 
wood they were in was still veiled in shadow. The strange 
mountain insects of the night still buffiffied and chirped.

“—orry, but you were so loud,” MleN said. “I worried the 
wretchers would hear us if we’re close.”

Iko sat up. “It’s Wne. He tried to work a crick out of his 
neck. How had he wound up using a boulder as a pillow? 
“It’s time we get moving, anyway.”

fiy midmorning, they reached the cave in which the mas-
sacre had occurred. MleN gathered Eygold’s sword, then they 
hastened to escape the stench of the days-old death. It didn’t 
take long to Wnd a trail of wretcher blood, which they fol-
lowed through the darkness. It eventually led them through 
a crack in the side of the cave and into a dense pine forest. 
There, the wretchers’ trail was easier to Wnd, even four days 
aBer they had been there. Dhere so many had moved over 
the forest floor, there was matted foliage, crushed sticks, and 
plenty of wreg scat.

The signs were even more apparent when they reached 
what had been an encampment in the forest.  There,  it 
seemed someone had cleared the underbrush, and carcasses 
of the wretchers’ meals lay strewn aboutJpieces of a couple 
of goats and something that might have been a rabbit. fiut 
no human remains.
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“They’re eating animals,” MleN said, encouraged by the 
same observation.

“zood to see.” Iko surveyed the scene. “fiut they aren’t 
being very careful. It’s only a matter of time before qiffiur 
flies over and sees them.” 

MleN shrugged. “If they stay under the trees and in the 
caves, they’ll be alright.” He observed an ukori track in 
the bare dirt. It closely resembled a bear’s hind footprint. 
“Dhere do you think they’re going?”

“zruedalwood is my only guess,” Iko said. The forest was a 
small stretch of flat, fertile land along a stream higher in the 
mountains. As high as it was, it was something of an oasis, 
and it was thought to be home to a few doffien wretchers.

“They may be heading that way,” MleN said.
fiut the wretchers had not continued toward zruedal-

wood. Instead, they had turned south aBer another day’s 
journey. The path became more arduous for Iko and MleN, 
and their ffuarry became more diPcult to track. The rockier 
ground and sparser vegetation leB fewer signs to point the 
way. They spent hours scouring the ground for wreg scat.

Rear sunset on the second day, MleN was losing faith. “De 
aren’t ever going to catch them at this rate,” he said. “De’ve 
just taken half a day to cover a mile.”

“They’re going somewhere,” Iko said. “Dhen they get there, 
we will catch up to them.”

“Dhat if they don’t stop?” 
“They will stop,” Iko said. “They must stop. fiut picking up 

the pace will not hurt.” He continued searching for the trail.
The neNt day, they came to another encampment. From it, 

it appeared the wretchers had departed in four single-Wle 
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lines. All had departed on a generally southward trajectory, 
but it was clear they had stopped traveling together.

“They’re hiding their numbers,” Iko suggested. “fiut why 
only now? And why split up?”

“Dhich one should we follow?”
“I don’t know,” Iko said, his voice wavering for the Wrst 

time on the hunt.
fiut the ffuestion was answered for them when they scru-

tiniffied the four trails. All were obvious for only a short dis-
tance before ending upon hard, rocky ground. fieyond, there 
was little foliage to disturb, and what there was appeared 
untouched. There wasn’t even any scat to follow.

“I wonder if they meant to lose us,” MleN said.
Iko’s head dropped. “Dhether or not they meant to, they 

did.”

Hope eNhausted, they came to the edge of a cliG, high above 
a vast verdant valley through which a river wound. They had 
reached the other side of the mountains and the fertile land 
called Anuthura. There, in the dim glow of dusk, the sense 
of something out of place permeated the cold mountain air. 
Dere the trees below so much lusher than those in Mkara? 
…erhaps it was the birds. There were so many of them. They 
weaved in and out of the foliage with a rare lightness.

MleN oGered the answer. “There are Wres,” he said, coming 
to stand beside Iko.

He was right. There was one Wre beside the river. It was 
miles away, but in the darkening valley, the dancing flames 



FEAR OF THE SKY 103

were unmistakable. There was another flicker farther south, 
and yet another at the foot of the mountains which bounded 
the valley. fiut the most perpleNing thing was the light on the 
horiffion, which was not just a Wre. It was a soB orange glow 
emanating from what must have been many Wres just out of 
sight. From so far away, Iko could only guess that the glow 
was hundredsJmaybe thousandsJof feet across.

The two men eNchanged confused glances, and neither 
oGered any guess as to what they were seeing. There were 
few better ways to attract a dragon than by lighting a Wre in 
the dark. They raised their eyes to the purple evening sky and 
watched in nervous anticipation. fiut they found nothing 
but the Wrst stars of the night. They watched until the sky 
was black and the rest of the stars appeared. The Wres kept 
burning. fiut there were no roars, no screams.

Ro dragon.
“It must be the wretchers,” Iko said. His hope rose like a 

withering plant that had been given a little water. “fiut why 
would they be so stupid?”

“They might be stupid,” MleN said. “Or they know some-
thing we don’t.”

“Their dragon’s sleep schedule? Or do you thinkV” 
MleN intuited the ffuestion. “Mvery land has a dragon.” 

He gaffied into the night. “Eight? qaybe it’s the valley. The 
dragon probably can’t see them from the sky unless he’s right 
over them. Or in these mountains.”

“They wouldn’t chance that. And it’s not just one or two 
Wres,” Iko said. “Ko you know where we are?”

“I think it’s the Tyel ;alley. Rorthern reaches of Anuthu-
ra.”
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Iko pondered. Dhat was there of interest to the …raivun 
Alliance in Anuthura? He indicated the horiffion’s glow. 
“That must be where they are heading.”

“qust be a lot of them.” 
Iko nodded. “Is it Affioch who rules south of the —epen-

trios?” 
“As far east as the Faluni Eiver,” MleN said. “At least, it was 

Affioch when I was a child.”
Iko observed the surrounding mountains, now complete-

ly cloaked in shadow. It would be dangerous to make the 
descent into the valley in the pitch black, and perhaps not 
worth the risk. If the …raivuns were camping for the night, 
he and MleN would lose no ground by sleeping.

“De will stay here tonight,” Iko said. “fiut in the morning, 
we will make haste, my friend.”

MleN was ffuickly asleep, but Iko was restless. He tried to 
pray, but as had been the case since Cas had been taken, 
he found no peace. His worry for her consumed himJkept 
his heart and mind tethered to the mortal world. Mven as he 
prayed, he knew he would not Wnd —ilence this evening.

He rose and sat for a while watching the Wres. He did 
not want them to go out@ he did not want the wretchers to 
continue at night when he could not follow. They didn’t, and 
Iko eventually acknowledged that he would do Cas no good 
if he was too tired to rescue her, and he reclined.

He fell asleep aBer another hour as he tried to Wnd hope 
in the wisdom of the —ilent —croll.

Unrighteous strength is fed by a compulsory devouring of things 
that will die. Do not fear it, you who draw strength from Eternal 
Silence. 



Part Two: Third Quarter Moon

The One Who Speaks as Interpreted by the Silent 
Seer Velia Amenini

The Silent One exiled me areI s deotIy’ed the myItalow 
.yIldH pe otIiffed me yu mcvh yu m’ fy.eI and bioiyn and 
oent me inty an cnuathymaBle byidH ,ct iu he meant ty fcnioh 
mefi he uailedH TheIe aIe tyy man’ oyclo diooatioged .ith hio 
deoikn uyI vymuyIt and fleaocIeH The’ hcnkeI uyI oymethink 
myIefi and the’ oeaIvh uyI oatiet’H pe mcot nyt flny. that 
theiI oeaIvh BIinko them inty m’ byidfi .heIe s van oee them 
and inffcenve themH Theoe hafleoo myItalo emBIave .hat s 
yqeI .ithyct Mceotiynfi ally.ink me ty fleef theiI .yIld ao s 
lifle itH

,ct it io al.a’o a Iiofl ty Iebeal m’oelufi eben ty themH 
C’ miootefo gr’ ’eaIo aky neaIl’ ofyiled m’ flano uyI the 
dIakynoH swbe dyne .ell oy uaIfi Bct s am nyt gniohedH s habe 
diovybeIed sbyI’ -it’wo oevIetfi the dIakynAflilleIH *laofi m’ 
yftiyno ty Iemed’ it aIe limitedH s IeMciIe the coe yu anytheI 
emBydied oycl ty extinkcioh the myItalow hyfeH *reI mcvh 
deliBeIatiynfi swbe vhyoen that oyclfi and hio hycI io at handH 





Chapter 14

E very night in the Tyel Valley was the same, and Makus 
grew tired of it. The company had become stale, the 

ale was weak, and he’d spent much of his time dodging Dori 
so he didn’t have to listen to her babbling on about her 
god anymore. Kavil had hardly been around either, opting to 
spend most of his time with Astellis away from the others. 
That is why Makus had decided to leave a couple of nights 
earlier than he’d originally planned.

Makus packed his things and reclined to sleep, ready to 
leave in the morning before any of the others got up. He was 
driffing ofi when a commotion rustled the bushes, and Kavil 
came charging toward the “re.

!There’s something out there”W Kavil said.
Makus sensed his friend’s genuine fear and sprang to his 

feet. !?hereI And what kind of somethingIW
!Bt’s gotta be ukori,W Kavil said. !B saw them come over a 

hill. Two, B think. Fig” -rom the north.W
Bt wasn’t usual for wretchers to be in the middle of the valS

ley, but it had happened before. !?here is AstellisIW Makus 
asked. !Have they taken herIW

As if in response, the woman emerged from the bushes. 
Lhe dashed toward Kavil and threw all of her weight into 
his chest. !Ceff me alone for them, did youIW Lhe struck him 
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again in the sternum. !qoward. B knew you was making all 
them feelings up.W

Makus paid no mind to the xuarreling lovers. He was the 
only ejperienced warrior present and the only one armed. 
He could deal with two ukori if he got a —ump on them. 
!Lhow me where they are.W

!?as that a womanIW Elej asked, peering through the 
moonlit forest.

!Bt was. And someone else ran before her,W Bko said, lookS
ing and listening. He thought he’d heard more voices. !qome 
on.W

The two had nearly stopped to sleep for the night when 
they’d seen a “re nearby. They’d prepared for a “ght with 
ukori and crept as xuietly as they could through the old 
forest and toward the orange glow “ffy yards in front of 
them. As the “re came into view, Bko saw several “gures 
standing in a tight bunch near it. To his surprise, they were 
people, and all of them peered northwardfltoward Bko and 
Elej. Their eyes were wide, and they grasped each other, 
trembling and afraid.

!Lo much for there being no one in Anuthura,W Elej said. 
!?hat are they looking forIW

Bko sensed a presence to his leff and turned to see a 
massive body hurtling toward him. Bt was too large to be a 
human, and its eyes glowed bright purple in the darkness. 
Bko drew his sword instinctively. He slashed, but the form 
ducked under it. The attacker hit the blade’s broad side with 
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the palm of its hand, knocking the sword away. Elej drew 
his sword too, but the mass of muscle before them was too 
fast. Bt grabbed Elej’s wrist, pried the sword free in a Yash, 
and shoved the human onto the ground. Bko unshouldered 
his bow and tried to ready an arrow, but it was knocked away 
before he could. He reached for another.

!Have we done something to ofiend youIW the purpleSeyed 
shadow asked in a pleasant tone, not even breathing hard. 
He stayed Bko’s hand. 

!Might B ask you the same thingIW Bko asked.
!B was not the one who drew my blade,W the creature said. 

He stepped into the “re’s glow.
Bko had never seen anything like him. He was unbelievably 

muscular and the height of an ukori. His strange humanoid 
face and the tentacles that protruded from his head were 
entirely alien. 

Bko placed the creature when he noticed gills on his abS
domen. !Nou’re a water breatherIW he asked. He’d read about 
them before. Most lived in the shallow waters around isS
lands of distant seas to the west. Fefore the dragons came, 
seafarers had regarded them as so dangerous that they’d 
leff much of those waters unejplored. The water breathers 
were said to have attacked ships that entered their territories 
by swimming up beneath them and cutting holes in their 
bottoms. Entire crews had been doomed without ever seeing 
their attackers. Fut the few small communities living in and 
around the Lea of Uivero had never ejhibited such hostile 
tendencies.

!Nes, a water breather,W the creature said. !A marikano.W
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!Do you make it a habit of sneaking up on folks in the 
woods, marikanoIW Elej asked, picking himself up ofi the 
ground. He was angrier than usual and still shaken.

!B am Makus,W the creature said. !And we thought you 
might be ukori.W

The crowd near the “re inched toward the foliage.
!?hat about it, MakusIW a woman called. !Did you get 

themIW
!Rkori, wasn’t itIW another said.
!They are human,W Makus answered, !and they mean us 

no harm.W He turned toward Bko. !JightIW
!Uot unless you mean us harm,W Bko said.
Elej picked up his sword. Bko did the same and followed 

Makus into the clearing.
!They de“nitely aren’t from around here,W a young man 

smoking a pipe said when they emerged. ?ith each word, 
smoke billowed from his mouth.

!How can you tellIW another asked with slurred speech.
!Their clothes,W the young man said.
Despair struck Bko. These were not wretchers, and that 

meant qas was not here. He and Elej had merely wandered 
into a party of Anuthurian heathens. Oudging by their voices 
and dumb stares, half of them weren’t in their proper state 
of mind. The air smelled of acrid, earthy smoke and ale.

!?e aren’t looking for any trouble,W Elej said. He had 
returned to his usual cordial self. !?e’re hunting wretchers 
that came over the mountains.W

!The LepentriosIW Makus asked. !Nou’re from EkaraI 
ForlandIW

!Ekara,W Bko said.
!Oynsomn,W Elej clari“ed.
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!B don’t trust these two,W the man emanating smoke said. 
!?hy would anyone chase wretchers over mountainsI EsS
pecially the Lepentrios.W

!They have my daughter,W Bko said. !?e tracked a group 
of forty or so until we lost them entering the valley.W

The claim hushed the mumbling miscreants.
!Lo manyIW Makus asked, surprised. !They were the crimS

sonSclad wretchersIW
!Nou’re familiar with themIW Bko asked.
!Pnly that we’ve been seeing them with increasing freS

xuency,W Makus said. !And that they are xuite aggressive. 
They’ve been blamed for missing livestock and a couple of 
missing persons.W

!They are of the zraivun Alliance of Arcantu,W Elej said. 
!Bko here found a book about them. They attacked us and 
kidnapped several of our women.W 

That pixued Makus’s interest. !Nou know what they’re up 
toI ?hy they are hereIW

Foth of the Ekarians shook their heads.
Makus said, !Fut you’ve fought against themIW 
!?e had an encounter, yes,W Bko said. !?e xuarreled with 

them near our home.W
Makus mulled over the information. !Pur leadership 

would like to speak to you about this, B’m sure. Ltay with us 
for the nightI B could take you to them in the morning.W

The drunken gaggle grumbled at the invitation.
!?e’re in a bit of a rush,W Elej ejplained.
!There is plenty to eat in Bvory qity,W Makus said. !A good 

meal would serve the rest of your —ourney well, would it notIW
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Bko eyed the “re. There was no way he would risk sleeping 
anywhere near it, no matter how safe the fools thought they 
were.

Makus intuited the concern and glanced toward the “re. 
!Nou have nothing to worry about, my friend,W he said matS
terSofSfactly. !A>och will not come to us as long as we are in 
the Tyel Valley.W

!?hatIW Elej asked. !?hy would you think thatIW
Bko turned to Makus, sharing Elej’s unbelief.
Makus shrugged as if the answer was obvious. !Fecause 

she is afraid of us.W



Chapter 15

T hey emerged from the forest as the sun rose over the 
mountains to the east, bathing Ivory City in a warm, 

golden glow. It was something out of a dream—a picture Iko 
held in his mind for the way things used to be.

Countless cows, goats, and horses grazed upon the tamed 
land surrounding the city. Two young foals danced playfully 
in a nearby pasture while farmhands unloaded hay bales in 
another. To the east, a man sauntered carelessly through 
pale waves of a wheat field, which seemed nearly ready for 
harvest in the late summer morning. A light breeze carried 
the aroma of horse manure to Iko, and he hardly minded it. 
Anywhere else in the world, the scene before him would have 
been impossible.

Ivory City was framed neatly by the foothills of the Garan 
Mountains, which stretched out behind it. Most of the city 
was hidden, however, behind a high wall that stretched a 
half-mile east to west and nearly as far north to south. Upon 
a waist-high earthen embankment, rows of gray timbers 
were stacked ten feet tall. Thousands of shards of sharp-
ened saplings protruded horizontally from the wall, daring 
would-be invaders to scale it.

What Iko could see despite the barrier was inspiriting. 
Rising from the city’s western edge was a large hill, cov-
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ered by trees except at its summit, where an ancient castle 
sprawled. The structure was a myriad of halls, towers, and 
turrets. Its stonework was the color of straw and streaked 
with bright green ivy. Atop its highest pinnacles fluttered 
tattered purple flags. Battlements and buttresses concealed 
much of the castle’s grounds, but rising above some of the 
walls were the tops of sycamore trees, which must have 
grown from its courtyards.

“Is that where he lives?” Elex asked, staring at the castle 
in awe. “The dragon-killer?”

Makus nodded. “Bhal Adair rarely leaves it.”
Bhal Adair—the man who had killed the dragon Turakis, 

whom Iko had once feared in Moraburg. Iko had doubted the 
tale until the fruit of the feat was before him.

“How did Azoch know it was Bhal Adair who killed Tu-
rakis?” Iko asked.

“Azoch was with Turakis. They were mates,” Makus said, 
stepping into the field. The dry grass crunched beneath his 
feet. “She barely escaped his poison arrows herself.”

“And what was the poison?” Iko asked, still considering 
the tale.

Elex guffawed. “Did you listen to anything he said on the 
way here?”

Iko shrugged. In truth, he’d been thinking of Cas and had 
missed much of the marikano’s words as they’d marched 
southward this morning.

Makus  chuckled.  “Yes,  a  poison.  It  came to  him by 
chance.”

“Chance?” Iko asked. “How does one come across a drag-
on poison without knowing what it is?”
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Makus answered, “An Easternman on the edge of a drag-
on-burned field. Adair watched him sneak up on Turakis. 
Thought he was crazy. The man must not have realized 
Azoch was there too, and he fell to her fire. ALer the dragons 
leL, Adair went to him. He was burned beyond hope. But 
he held the poison in his hand and choked out the words 
dragon-killer before he died. Nord Adair is... bold. He couldn’t 
help but try to put it to use. And it worked.”

“Unbelievable,” Iko said.
“So, why didn’t Adair stay there? In Moraburg?” Elex 

asked. “Why not stay where he killed the dragon? Seems like 
it would be less of a risk.” He and Iko followed the marikano 
into the field.

Makus answered, “jo land is without a dragon, my friend. 
When Turakis died, the dragon they named Gai!i arrived a 
few weeks later and claimed his territory. Adair’s got so little 
of the poison—a single small vial—that he didn’t want to 
risk a perpetual fight against new dragons. Until he’s got 
more, he thought it best to stay beneath the one dragon who 
fears him—the one from whom he is free without expending 
his precious elixir.”

“That makes sense,” Iko said. 
Elex beheld the castle again. “It’s worked for him so far.”
As Iko followed Makus farther into the field, movement 

closer to the river caught his attention. At first, he thought 
there were children working the soil there, but aLer watch-
ing a little longer, he realized the forms were not chil-
dren—or even human. There were wregs in the field.

“Makusq” Iko said, reaching for his bow.
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Makus stopped, spun around, and followed Iko’s eyes to 
the wregs. He gently placed his hand on the bow to stop Iko 
from nocking an arrow. “It’s alright, my friend,” Makus said. 

“But they’re wretchers,” Iko said. 
“Those are locals,” Makus said. “A benign faction from the 

Eastern Garans. They are not a threat. Bhal Adair has been 
Vuite determined to make them our allies.”

“Wretchersq” Iko asked. “As allies? Why on earth would 
you want to do that?”

Makus nodded. “That was my initial reaction, too. I spent 
much of my life before Ivory City killing them. But they 
aren’t so bad when they aren’t trying to eat you. Nord Adair 
has been in dialogue with the Oalley’s wretchers for nearly a 
year now.”

“You can talk to them?” Elex asked. 
Iko had the same Vuestion. To everyone in Ekara, the 

wretchers’ tongue had always been an enigmatic cacophony 
of grunts, growls, and howls. Iko had never considered it 
might be decipherable. 

“My people have always had translators,” Makus said.
Elex looked worried. “Do the wretchers, uh, live in the 

city?”
Makus grinned. “jo. They are as wary of us as we are of 

them. The wregs stick to the fields, and their ukori generally 
stay in the mountains unless they mean to trade.”

Iko watched the wregs work the soil  as  the trio ap-
proached Ivory City’s northern gatehouse. Accepting the 
wretchers’ presence as safe felt as strange as walking in the 
sunlight without fearing a dragon, and he had a tough time 
shaking his unease.
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Pn the other side of the gatehouse, a row of pristine 
A-frame cottages lined each side of a cobblestone roadway 
that stretched at least a hundred yards. jearby, a group of 
children played chase in the street around a man loading 
oversized golden sVuash into a hand-drawn cart. Jeople 
tended chickens. They talked and laughed, and many walked 
southward toward the open area at the end of the road. 

Iko had never seen so many people in one place. He was 
in awe. But to his surprise, he also felt uneasy. Jart of him 
wanted to turn around and run back into the forest. The 
clean, crowded city felt unsettlingly foreign—and perhaps 
threatening. He stayed close to Makus as they passed the 
houses and entered a crowded marketplace at the end of the 
road. The smile on Elex’s face told Iko his friend was much 
more enthralled with the city than he was. 

Iko breathed a sigh of relief when they approached an 
empty dirt path beneath the trees at the bottom of the hill 
upon which Ivory City’s castle stood. A pair of guards in 
ivory tunics and chain mail stood to intercept the trio, but 
when they recognized Makus, they returned to their place 
against a tree without a word. Makus led the way up the 
winding path, and the sounds of the overcrowded market-
place faded. They approached the castle’s central hall and 
entered through a door on its side. 

The first thing that struck Iko when they entered the 
castle was the smell of cinnamon. The second thing was the 
cleanliness of the marble floors. Jurple flags, embroidered 
with an image of a dragon’s horn crossed with a sword, 
adorned the walls every few feet, and plush runners of the 
same color covered the floors of the ad!oining halls. Sunlight 
flooded in through tall lancet windows.
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Pne of the nearby pair  of  guards was a golden-eyed 
marikano. She was a half-foot taller than Makus but thinner 
and a few years younger. She wore chain mail and an ivory 
tunic like the human guards. A long spear with a black 
obsidian tip stretched across her back. 

“Makusq” she said, starting toward him. 
“This  is  jabi,”  he said.  “Pne of  our wretcher inter-

preters.” 
“Have you !ust come back?” jabi said as she reached the 

trio. She spoke with an awkward cadence of one speaking a 
foreign language, but the distress in her words was obvious.

Makus nodded. “Fust this morning.” 
“Has anyone told you about the crimson wretchers?” jabi 

asked. 
“What about them?”
jabi explained. “A handful of them infiltrated the castle 

and killed young Gilly.”
“What?” Makus asked, voice suddenly urgent. “Where’s 

Fustice joburia?”
“In the east tower,” jabi said. “She’s acting Nord now.”
Makus raised his brow, then started toward a nearby spiral 

staircase. “Tell me more along the way.”

Iko tapped his foot impatiently. “This is a waste of time. Cas 
is only being taken farther away.” 

“Can’t be too much longer,” Elex said. 
The marikano had taken them up three sets of stairs while 

discussing a recent incursion into the castle by the Jraivun 
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Alliance. When they’d reached their destination—a room at 
the top of one of the castle’s towers—Makus had gone inside 
and directed Iko and Elex to stay with jabi. ZiLeen minutes 
later, Iko sighed and started pacing.

“Are you in a rush?” jabi asked. 
“As a matter of fact, I am,” Iko said. “The wretchers who 

attacked you have my daughter.”
“And what do you mean to do?” jabi asked. “Save her by 

yourselves?”
Iko stopped. “That’s right.”
jabi shook her head. “You’d do nothing but get yourself 

killed.”
Iko turned toward the featureless wall and mumbled curs-

es under his breath. 
“I can still hear you,” jabi said. 
“He’s had a rough couple of weeks,” Elex said, stepping 

between the two. “We’ll wait a little longer.”
Makus appeared in the doorway. “The !ustice will see you 

now,” he said, and he stepped out of the way as he opened 
the door for Iko and Elex. 

Inside, the room was a mess. Jages of handwritten notes 
lay scattered all over tables, desks, and the floor. Some were 
torn, and the writing on others had been scratched out. 
Pn one page was a half-eaten sandwich. An alchemy set 
covered most of the central desk, and flasks and bottles of 
several shapes and sizes resided beneath it. Some lay on their 
sides, and a few were broken. Iko couldn’t Vuite place the 
smell—vomit? Cinnamon-scented vomit, perhaps.

Iko didn’t notice the woman standing near the window 
until she turned toward him. Her striking emerald eyes 
found him, and she greeted him with a nod. Nong dark hair 
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lay swept over one of her shoulders. Her perfectly fitted tu-
nic was pristine ivory, and her pants and boots were without 
blemish. She stood proudly, appearing as a Vueen out of one 
of Iko’s father’s stories, and his heart skipped a beat. Without 
saying a word, she was strength.

And she was so clean. Iko had never seen a human being 
so clean. Her olive skin seemed to glow. But then why did it 
smell like vomit in this room? And why was it such a mess?

Makus raised a hand to introduce the woman. “This is 
Fustice joburia, acting Nord of Ivory City.”

“I am Kerah,” the !ustice said.
Standing with his back to his friend, Iko could hear Elex’s 

stupid, smitten grin as he introduced himself. “Elex Con-
well. This castle is wonderful. How long have you been at it? 
It must not have looked like this when you came. And how’d 
you get the whole place to smell like dessert?”

Elex’s enthusiasm amused Kerah. “If you mean everything 
outside of this room, it’s the candles,” she said, nodding 
toward one. “And Nord Adair’s been working Dunbardin for 
almost four years now. I’ve not been with him Vuite that 
long.” She turned to Iko. “You must be Iko?”

Iko nodded. 
“I am very sorry to hear about your little girl.” 
Her warm sincerity !olted Iko. “Thank you,” he said. 
Kerah continued, “But I understand you believe her to be 

alive? Held captive? Because of a book you’ve found about 
these crimson-clad wretchers?”

“The Jraivun Alliance,” Elex said.
“It’s !ust a few pages,” Iko clarified. “But they’ve sacrificed 

women before when they’ve been away from their home in 
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Arcantu. They took a handful of women from us other than 
my daughter.”

“I’ve never heard of wretchers doing such a thing,” Kerah 
said. “What else did your book say about them?”

Iko shrugged. “I didn’t read it all, but from what I could 
tell, it was nothing else pertinent. Social structures. Biolo-
gy.”

“I was wondering if I could borrow it,” Kerah said. “Make 
some notes?”

Iko was struck by the fact that Kerah was literate. It had 
been years since he’d met someone else who could read and 
write. jevertheless, he shook his head. “I’m sorry, but we’re 
going back aLer their trail as soon as possible. I might need 
to refer to it again.”

“Go aLer them? Alone?” Kerah asked. “You realize how 
many there are, don’t you? A couple of hundred at least. We 
are going to find them and kill them all, in case you weren’t 
aware. We’ll free any of their prisoners, your daughter in-
cluded.”

Iko straightened. “You’re going aLer them?” 
Kerah nodded. “We’re working on a plan now.”
“When? Before the harvest moon?”
“What is that? Two weeks away?” Kerah thought out loud.
“Closer to three,” Elex said.
“Ph, I can’t imagine it’ll take that long,” Kerah said. “I’d be 

amazed if we haven’t found them and killed them all within 
a few days.”

“Then I’m coming with you,” Iko said.
Makus inter!ected. “I’m sorry, but that’s out of the Vues-

tion. Jroper integration into the Guard reVuires months of 
training. And that’s hardly adeVuate. You’d only interfere.”
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Kerah added, “I agree that it would be unwise to interfere 
in the Guard’s operations. Net them do their work. It’s in 
your daughter’s best interest.”

Iko wasn’t going to miss an opportunity to fight for Cas 
alongside an army. “I won’t interfere. I can shoot.”

Kerah shook her head. “I !ust don’t think—”
“Do you have children, Fustice?” Iko asked.
The Vuestion silenced Kerah. A gust of wind swirled 

through the room, whipping papers into the air.
Iko pulled Wretchers of the Sepentrios from his bag and 

raised it. “You can borrow this and make your notes if I’m 
sticking around.”

Kerah’s eyes narrowed. “Can you use the blade you carry?”
Makus shook his head. “Kerah, I don’t think this is a good 

idea.”
“We need bowmen, don’t we?” Kerah retorted. “It seems 

like it could be a mutually beneficial agreement.”
“I can,” Iko said.
“And you?” Kerah asked Elex.
Iko responded, “There’s no need for—”
“I can use it,” Elex said, swallowing. “@illed an ukori !ust 

a few nights ago.”
Kerah raised her brow. “Oery well. You’ll start your train-

ing tomorrow morning. Get in what you can before the 
fight.”

Makus groaned.
Iko nodded, happy to have the Anuthurians’ agreement, 

but he was uneasy that he’d !ust committed to !oining the 
efforts of hundreds of men and women he didn’t know. But 
if that’s what it took to get Cas back, then that’s what he’d 
do.
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“Alright,” Iko said. “What do we do?”
“Zirst,” Kerah said, “you need to lend me that book.”



Chapter 16

M akus’s  home  away  from  the  castle  was  a  hum-
ble semispherical hut—the traditional terrestrial 

dwelling of the marikano—tucked away in the northeastern 
corner of the city with several other such huts. It was nearly 
twenty feet wide and half as tall, made of hardened clay 
packed over a bowed wooden frame. A fire crackled in the 
center of the floor, and its smoke swirled slowly toward the 
vented ceiling. The hut smelled of baked fish and dill. Rain 
drummed on its roof with increasing intensity. The world 
outside its small, circular window was dark except for the 
repeated lightning flashes.

An hour aNer sunset, the rain had not relented. Makus sat 
hunched on the edge of his bed, holding a bowl of food that 
he had not thought about for the last half-hour. qothing was 
Huite right, and Makus was uneasy. ffis time oZ had been a 
boring blur, Cerah’s newfound power was already getting to 
her head, and Ivory zity was suddenly on the brink of war 
with an over?ealous wretcher cult. ffow had things taken 
such a turn so HuicklyK 

ffe needed to get his mind oZ things, but he had no way 
of doing that. The weather had forced him to abandon plans 
to call on Eavil again. ffe lamented having the evening oZ. 
Dven working was better than sitting around with nothing 
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to do. ffe needed something—anything—to take him out of 
this place for a while. ffe had no more ale nor anything to 
smoke. And what good would those have done anywayK They 
hardly aZected him anymore. ffow he longed for the days 
when smoking and drinking were novel thrills.

ffe suddenly remembered Soerwine’s claims from the 
previous night. Bhe said talking to her god was a thrill be-
yond ale. Wut that was nonsense. Makus was fairly certain 
there weren’t any gods, much less any who talked to you.

Wut what if he was wrongK “hat if she had been telling the 
truth, and a god wanted to talk to MakusK Bhe had claimed 
that Makus would have to invite the god to speak to him.

“ithout further consideration, Makus blurted out, ”I am 
here if you wish to speak to me.j

In the moments aNer he said it, Makus expected absolute-
ly nothing to happen. In fact, he felt silly for considering 
that there was any possibility that he should have taken Sori 
seriously. ffe did not wait for a response. 

Dven as the warmth started at the tips of his fingers and 
toes. 

It spread slowly up his limbs—a warm liHuid comfort that 
soothed. Makus dropped the bowl of food but did not care. 
The pleasure was beyond anything he had ever experienced. 
ffis heart beat faster. The warmth approached his lower 
abdomen from his legs and pectorals from his arms. ffis 
mind fell into a thoughtless wash of ecstasy. The warmth 
neared his heart from all sides.

It came together, and Makus felt fully alive. ffe sensed he 
had been like a corpse for thirty-four years.

A voice surrounded him. ”Makus.j It was unnaturally 
deep and as liHuid and comforting as the warmth coursing 
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through his veins. ”I am pleased that you called for me.j 
There was a higher, feminine voice too, layered upon the 
lower. It was less discernible but Oust as sweet.

The euphoria waned enough for Makus to ask, ”“ho are 
youKj ffe was not afraid. ffow could he be when this felt so 
goodK

”I am The ïne “ho Bpeaks,j the voice said.
”The ïne “ho BpeaksKj Makus repeated. ffe sank deeper 

into pleasure and almost forgot that he was talking to some-
one.

”I need you,j Bpeaks said.
The voice’s demeanor was gentle and maternal. Makus felt 

as if he were talking to his mother when he was a child, 
and he suddenly remembered the comfort and naYve sense 
of security of those days. 

”MeKj Makus asked. ”“hyKj
”Jour world is not as it should be,j Bpeaks said. ”I need 

your help to set it right.j
”Bet it rightKj Makus vaguely remembered Sori’s warning 

about the wretchers. ”Is it the wretchers that we must deal 
withK Must I warn Adair, as Sori tried to doKj

”Bhe misunderstood me,j Bpeaks said. ”So not concern 
yourself with her ramblings. “ill you help meK “ill you 
serve your worldKj

Makus was lying on his bed, though he did not remember 
how he had gotten there. The dill from his dinner, had it 
always smelled so heavenlyK And this cotton blanket, had it 
always been so extraordinarily soNK ffow had anyone woven 
an article so fineK

”zome back to me, Makus,j Bpeaks said.
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”I am here,j Makus replied. ffe was only half paying atten-
tion. ”Jes. I will help. “hat must I doKj

Bpeaks said, ”Jou work with a shadow—a woman too far 
from me to see clearly. Bhe is influential, and if we can set 
her right, it will help our cause.j 

”CerahKj Makus asked.
”Jes,j Bpeaks said. ”Bomething consumes her. “hat is itK 

“hat has enslaved herKj
Makus grinned. “hy was this god so blindK ”So you mean 

killing A?ochK A?och killed her loved ones.j
”That explains much,j Bpeaks said. ”Wut it seems there 

is something real. A small thing in that tower in which she 
spends so much time.j

”So you mean the scaleKj Makus said. ”It’s a piece of 
dragon-killer.j

”Ah,j Bpeaks said. ”qow, I understand. Bhe thinks it will 
deliver you all. Bhe is confused, Makus. “e must do away 
with her obsession so that she can see clearly.j

”So away with the scale of dragon-killerKj
”It is an obstacle.j 
”Bhe would Oust get more,j Makus said. ”“e have more. 

:ust a small vial, though.j 
”So not concern yourself with that. “e must remove the 

burden. zan you do thatKj
”I think I can.j 
”Jour world will thank you,j Bpeaks said. ”“hen you have 

done it, I will return to you.j
”Must you goKj Makus didn’t want the euphoria to end.
”I must. Rid the poor woman of her obsession, then call 

for me. I will come no sooner.j 
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Then The ïne “ho Bpeaks was gone. Makus’s comfort 
vanished, and he fell into his usual mortal misery. ffis back 
ached, and he was hungry from forgetting to eat his food, 
which was now all over the bare dirt floor. The rain had 
stopped, and so had the thunder. Blowly, the reali?ation of 
what had Oust happened swelled within him.

ffis entire worldview splintered—or perhaps shattered. 
At least one of those gods of fairy tales was real. And 

Makus was to play an instrumental role in his plans.
qothing could have been more terrifying.



Chapter 17
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Chapter 18

“Y ou’re willing to die for a horse?” Zerah asked.

“Not die, no. But I am willing to kill.” 
The man to whom Zerah was speaking was thirty years 

older and forty pounds lighter than the man who stood next 
to him—the man he wished to duel. The older man was 
scrawny and missing most of his hair.

The older man continued, “He’s the only male offspring of 
my stud. We had an agreement.”

“There was no such agreement,” the younger man said. 
“It’s not my fault his stud sired a single male.” This man was 
not particularly muscular, but he may as well have been a 
marikano Night Warrior compared to his challenger.

“It was a verbal agreement!” the older man said with a 
shrill shout.

The humble maple throne upon which Zerah sat swal-
lowed her as if to remind her that she did not belong on it. 
Makus stood at her side again, and she was happy about that. 
His substitute, Reya, was a fine bodyguard, but Makus knew 
Zerah. He was brilliant, too. Her counterpart, the skeletal 
justice named Val Campo, stood like a statue at the bottom 
of the throne’s dais, facing the men.

Zerah leaned forward and massaged her right temple. It 
was her job to determine whether to allow the requested 
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duel. The men had already brought the question of the 
horse’s ownership to her and Justice Campo, and they had 
declined to provide a decision. One of the men was obvi-
ously lying, but he did it so well that it was impossible to 
identify him. Picking sides might have been a troublesome 
precedent, so they had dismissed the dispute, hoping the two 
could settle it themselves. Now the men were back, and each 
was willing to duel until the other yielded or died.

This particular case seemed to meet all the criteria for 
a just duel to Zerah, but it was so stupid. A horse? Really? 
The old man was willing to be cut open for a horse? Was it 
not obvious to everyone else that it was his inflated ego for 
which he would risk his life? It had nothing to do with the 
horse. And the younger man was perfectly content to accept 
the older man’s challenge since he knew he would easily win.

She tried one last time. “To be frank, Mister Smollan, I 
don’t see you coming out on the winning end of this duel. 
Mister Isal is half your age and seems to be in good health. 
Your proposal does meet all the lawful requirements for a 
duel, but I beg you to reconsider.”

“You don’t think I’m in good health!” Mister Smollan said. 
“And what do you know about the good health of men? I’ll 
take my duel date, thank you. And I’ll kill him for the brute 
that he is!”

Mister Isal held his hands behind his back and rolled his 
eyes.

Zerah sighed. “If you insist, Mister Smollan. We will pro-
vide you with a date within two days, barring active warfare.”

Mister Smollan tilted his head down and stepped toward 
the exit. “I’ll be looking forward to it.” He departed.
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“Mister Isal?” Zerah asked as the younger man turned to 
follow.

“Yes, ma’am?” 
“Please try not to kill him.”
Isal responded, “I’m not sure he’ll stop until he’s dead.” He 

stepped toward the exit.
Zerah massaged her temple again. He was probably right.
A plush purple carpet ran from the throne to the room’s 

entrance between a dozen bronze fire-bowls. The fires al-
ways burned, even with the daylight streaming through the 
tall windows. Lord Adair insisted it was necessary decorum 
for audiences. It took a moment for Zerah to notice that Nabi 
and Iko Phainor were standing at the other end of the carpet. 
The pair approached.

“Is that sort of thing normal here?” Iko asked Nabi, loud 
enough for everyone else to hear. 

“They are following our law,” Nabi said. “Better to bring 
it before a justice than take it upon themselves to spill blood 
in the streets.”

“Is it?” Iko asked, apparently troubled by the display.
Zerah smirked, finding Iko’s disregard for the decorum 

and order of the throne room refreshing. Part of her envied 
it. “Done with the captain already?” 

“This one says you owe him something,” Nabi said, nod-
ding toward Iko.

“I didn’t say that,” Iko said defensively. “She agreed to 
return it to me.”

Nabi said, “Same thing.”
“Ah, yes. The book. It’s in my laboratory,” Zerah said. 
Makus leaned forward. “Would you like me to retrieve it?”
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“No. I could use a good jaunt up the tower,” Zerah said. “If 
I have to sit on this throne any longer, I’ll go mad.”

Iko followed Zerah and Makus up the tower, considering 
the conversation he’d heard in the hall along the way. How 
savage were those two men willing to kill each other over a 
horse! He wondered how many more of Ivory City’s residents 
were so ugly and brutish.

He followed Zerah into the laboratory while Makus stayed 
in the hallway. Zerah crossed the room and began shiFing 
papers and equipment, searching for the book.

Iko noticed the many containers of what he assumed 
were ingredients placed around the room. They were orga-
nized in no particular way. Urom what Makus had said, he 
understood that this was where Zerah had been trying to 
replicate the dragon-killer poison of Bhal Adair. There were 
several jars of liquids—perhaps blood, honey, and... well, 
there was no telling what the bile-green soup was. There 
were bones of several animals, strange crushed powders, and 
some still-bloody chunks of flesh, crawling with flies.

And beneath a magnifying glass on a small table was 
a small black something. Tiny, translucent red channels 
snaked across it, appearing as rivers might from a moun-
taintop. Iko didn’t know what this ingredient was, but he 
immediately recognized that he had seen something similar 
recently.
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“Sorry,” Zerah called, still searching on the other side of 
the room. “I just read it this morning, so it hasn’t gone too 
far.”

“Take your time.” Iko reached into his bag and pulled out 
his book, The Deadly Sepentrio Mountains, then flipped to the 
A’s.

Zerah commented on her reading as she searched. “Did 
you know the Praivun Alliance is led by a prophet they call 
the Imperator? Or at least they think he’s a prophet. They 
believe he speaks directly to Praivus.”

Iko scoffed. “They’re fools and savages.” He started flip-
ping through the pages. “So, this is where you and Adair are 
trying to figure out his poison?”

Zerah moved a stack of papers and came up empty again. 
“Just me, really. Lord Adair gave the task to me years ago. 
He got tired of all the failure, I think. Plus, he’s usually too 
busy to do more than check in.”

Iko looked up from his book, suddenly struck by the 
weight of what Zerah was doing alone. “Why has he only 
asked you to work on it?”

“I wouldn’t say he did,” Zerah said. “Others have tried, but 
I didn’t find their methods were adequate.”

“You dismissed them?”
“Not  exactly,”  Zerah  said.  “But  this  is  important 

work—the most important undertaking since the dragons 
came. We must have standards.” She abruptly started search-
ing for Iko’s book again.

Iko could tell there was more to the story that Zerah 
didn’t want to discuss. Not wanting to press, he returned 
his attention to The Deadly Sepentrio Mountains. He flipped 
through the pages until he found what he was looking for. 
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It was a colored illustration of several pieces of jewelry, all 
made of a material that looked exactly like the object under 
the viewing glass. The image was under the book’s entry for 
arcanotaur. Iko read the text accompanying the image.

Though arcanotaurs are rarely found as far west as 
the Sepentrio Mountains, recent archeological ex-
peditions have discovered that members of the an-
cient Myniso Tribe, native to the Sepentrios, crajed 
Rewelry by pouring arcanotaurs’ blood into casts. 
“esearchers now know that the arduous Rourney 
to Arcantu and the killing of an arcanotaur were 
rites of passage for young men to be accepted into 
adulthood in the tribe. Thus, it is thought that this 
”blood-RewelryW was used to indicate status among 
Mynison men.

Iko didn’t know much about arcanotaurs other than they’d 
kept most people in Jynsomn from venturing into the moun-
tains without ever actually being seen. He remembered peo-
ple claiming to have seen one when he was a boy, but he 
thought that, for the most part, they lived far to the east, in 
the caves near the Arcantuan Sea. He wondered how Zerah 
had acquired the blood of one.

“Ah!” Zerah said. She snapped up from a bent position and 
held (retchers of the Sepentrios into the air proudly. She spat 
a strand of hair out of her mouth. “I knew it was here.”

Iko slapped the book shut and smiled, amused by Zerah’s 
excitement for an accomplishment so small. “I was getting 
worried.”
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“Not necessary,” Zerah said. She marched across the room 
and extended the book to him. “You’ve got another?” she 
asked, seeing the book in his hand.

“Oh, yes,” Iko said. “This one’s got nothing to do with 
wretchers, though. Just odd facts about the Sepentrios.”

“I see.”
Iko accepted the book with a courteous nod, then opened 

his leather bag to place both books inside.
“And another?” Zerah asked, having seen inside his bag. 

“What’s that one? You’re practically a walking library.”
“Oh,” Iko said. “That’s my father’s Silent Scroll.”
Zerah raised her brow. “You worship Silence, Mister 

Phainor?”
“Em... Yes. I do.” He was tempted to explain that, techni-

cally, silence was not the object of his worship—that it was 
just the beginning. And that, despite The Silent One’s name, 
the god wasn’t really all that silent. But he held his tongue, 
suspecting she wouldn’t care much about the nuances of it 
all.

Zerah nodded. “I’ve read some about the old religion. You 
do it all? The prayer and the lizard urine and all that?”

“Lizard urine?”
“The stuff you sniff.”
Iko laughed. “Dracomuen skin excretions. It kills your 

sense of smell for a bit—taste too. They excrete it so that 
predators can’t track them.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Zerah said. “My mistake.”
“It’s fine.” Iko grinned. “And yes, I do the prayer. Twice 

every day.”
Zerah thought for a moment. “If you don’t mind my ask-

ing, why use the excretions and the blinders and everything? 
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I never quite understood the point of it. Why don’t you just 
talk to your god?”

Iko stood tall. He couldn’t remember the last time anyone 
other than >lex had been interested in The Silent One. “Be-
cause deadening the physical senses clears the way for the 
most important sense.”

Zerah’s brow knotted. “What sense is that?”
“The spiritual sense.”
“Uascinating.” 
Hope creeping forth, Iko couldn’t help but ask, “Are there 

any adherents of Silence in the city?”
“Not that I’m aware of,” Zerah said. “We do have several 

old temples that people sometimes visit. They’ll pray and 
light a candle. But nothing like what you do. Nothing like 
religion.”

Iko had suspected that, but was nonetheless disappointed. 
“I see.”

“Well, I must be going,” Zerah said. “Thank you for letting 
me read the book. Perhaps I can learn more about your 
prayer aFer this business with the wretchers is done. We’ll 
have your daughter back by then, and I can meet her too.”

“Oh,” Iko said, surprised by her casual confidence that 
he’d get Cas back. “We would like that.”



Chapter 19

E lex’s eyes widened as Iko recounted the encounter with 
Zerah. “You’ll have to marry her!” he said through a 

mouthful of buttery mashed potatoes.
They were in a busy dining hall across the road from their 

inn. It was dinner time, and the establishment was so full 
of men, women, and marikano that one could hardly move 
about without incurring a half-dozen impatient glares. The 
building smelled of garlic and, oddly, urine.

Iko rolled his eyes. “That’s not the point, Elex.”
“What else matters?” Elex said. He swallowed his potatoes 

and pounded his fist on the leaning wooden table. “Did you 
ever think you’d have an opportunity like this? You like to 
read, and she likes to read. You believe in The Silent One, 
and she wants to learn about The Silent One. It’s fate! And 
did you see her eyes? You’ll never see any other eyes like that. 
I don’t see what the problem is.”

“First of all, I’ve got bigger things to worry about right 
now,” Iko said. “Second of all, weak admiration for Silence 
is not the same as devotion. Third of all... no.”

“It wouldn’t hurt to try.” Elex scooped more food into his 
mouth.

“Fourth of all, she’s a queen or whatever.”



KRISTOPHER ACKOURY142

“I see you’ve thought more about it than you let on,” Elex 
said. “And she’s a justice. You’ll need to get that right if you 
want to impress her.”

Iko slapped his  spoon into  his  potatoes  and scoffed 
through a smile. “Impress her? Have you heard nothing I’ve 
said? Whatever her position, it’s far too loBy for me to en-
tertain thoughts of wooing her.”

Elex pointed his spoon at Iko in accusation. “Cut the 
thoughts of wooing have come to mind.” 

Iko’s smile spread across his face. “Oh, shut up.”
“I knew it.”
“I’ll probably never even talk to her again,” Iko said. “We’ll 

be too busy learning to fight with the captain.”
“And aBer you get Jas back?” Elex asked, glancing around 

the tavern. “You’re telling me you’d rather go back to Ryn-
somn and —og than stay here?”

Iko drew in a deep breath but didn’t answer. The question 
of whether he would settle in Ivory Jity or leave aBer he 
saved Jas had been gnawing at him more than he cared to 
admit. On one hand, the city was, in many ways, what he’d 
always dreamed a city would be. There were the resources, 
safe, sturdy homes, and an excess of delicious food. And as 
far as Jas was concerned, he’d already seen more children in 
Ivory Jity than she had seen in her entire life. She could have 
friends and a community of people who weren’t hanging 
on —og’s every word. And what worthy pursuits might she 
find here? Would civilization’s rebirth in Ivory Jity mean a 
return of arts and academia? 

On the other hand, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he 
would never quite fit in in Ivory JityNthat there was an 
invisible wall between him and everyone else, as there had 
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been in Rynsomn. It saddened him to feel so isolated among 
so many people, but he couldn’t help it. 

—ecent reading had led him to believe that if there were 
still pockets of adherents of The Silent One, they lived far to 
the west. Pow that Jas wasn’t tethered to Rynsomn, might 
it be better to take her that way in hopes of finding such 
a community? jeople like him? If Zerah were to bring the 
dragons’ reign to an end, he would be free to find a place he 
could fit in and raise Jas the way he wanted to.

Iko surveyed the semi-drunken throng around them. “You 
find swarms of heathens appealing?” he asked half-Mokingly.

“If they’re pretty enough,” Elex said. “And don’t forget that 
I’m a heathen.”

Iko chuckled and used his index finger and thumb to 
indicate smallness. “Rust a little bit heathen.”

Elex laughed. “There’s so much more here. Gore for me, 
you, more for Jas, too. Don’t you think?”

Iko attempted to satisfy Elex without committing to any-
thing. “We’ll see.” 

Elex raised his fist in victory. “That’s the spirit.”
Iko rolled his eyes. As he started eating in earnest, his 

mind driBed back to the offensive they’d agreed to take part 
in. He’d felt certain that inserting himself into the fight 
against the jraivun Alliance was what he wanted when he’d 
demanded to be allowed to Moin the attack. Cut from the 
moment Zerah had agreed to it, the idea of facing a couple 
of hundred wretchers as part of an army had bothered him.

Iko asked Elex, “Do you think they know what they’re 
doing?”

“Who? Essili and the ;uard?”
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Iko nodded. “They can’t have done this before, right? I’ve 
had the thought that it might be better for us to go aBer Jas 
before they attack. What if they are simply kicking a hornet’s 
nest? What if they get overrun? What if we get ourselves 
killed because they have no idea what they’re doing?”

“You really think we’re better off alone?” 
Iko shrugged. “Gaybe.”
Elex put down his spoon and folded his hands on top of 

his belly. “I think they’re Jas’s best shot.”



Chapter 20

L ate in the night, few candles remained burning in the 
broad, airy corridor. Makus leaned against the cold 

stone of the hallway, watching for any movement that may 
spoil his plans—a movement of the doors or at the other 
end of the corridor. A guard would pass through a few times 
a night. But there were only quiescent paintings and busts 
upon pedestals. He inched closer to the door he meant to 
enter and slowly pushed it open.

Creak.
Makus froze and surveyed the stillness. Still no one. With-

out opening the door any farther, he slipped inside and 
gently closed it. He ascended the spiral staircase.

Climbing, the better part of him doubted he would actually 
do anything to Zerah’s scale. How could he? She had done 
nothing wrong, aTer all, and only good would ever come of 
her continued work with it. fihe whole world would benext 
from her discovery of a dragon-killing eliYir. 

Oet he continued up the stairs.
!n the periphery of his awareness, the memory of the 

warmth that accompanied fihe !ne Who Speaks lingered. 
What satisfaction that had beenI flt had touched him so 
deeply—primitively even. He had been made for such plea-
sure, and he meant to eYperience it again.
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He came to the top of the stairs, and the hallway before 
him was a murky abyss. A human would not have been 
able to navigate the shadow at all, but his large, glowing 
marikano eyes allowed him to see well in low light, and he 
stepped lightly over the dusty stone :oor of the remote keep. 
flt was a short hallway with a single door on each side and 
a large window at its end. fihe tips of his long, cold xngers 
came to the door of Zerah’s laboratory, and he gently pushed 
it open.

flnside,  the  window  was  still  cracked  open,  and  the 
note-xlled leaves strewn over the room’s tables shivered in 
the night’s breeze. fihe stench from the failed eYperiment 
had xnally dissipated, and the usual dull mustiness had re-
turned to the room. A few steps and Makus was standing 
before the little desk, hovering over Zerah’s precious scale.

His doubt faded. He remembered what Speaks had point-
ed out about the harmless little mysteryN flt had enslaved Zer-
ah. What else might she have done by now had she not been 
so preoccupied? Who else might she have helped? fihere 
was still so much work to do in flvory City, and Zerah had 
squandered her talent on what? fihis... unsolvable riddle? 
fihat must have been what Speaks could see—inattention 
toward her calling.

Adair had more of the poison. flf Zerah needed more, she 
could get it.

jot to mention that a god had ordered the scale’s destruc-
tion. Who was he to decline the order of a god?

Makus snatched up the little black ob“ect, spun around, 
and leT the room in a :urry. He threw it through the window 
at the end of the hallway, where it would disappear among 
the trees.
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”Alright,ff Makus said, leaning forward on the windowsill. 
”flt is done. What else do you require?ff

fihe warmth spread more slowly this time. !r did it “ust 
seem so? But the eFect was the same. Rrom his outermost 
eYtremities, eYtreme relaYation crawled toward his cen-
ter—toward his soul.

fihen there was euphoria.
”fl am in your debt,ff Speaks said. 
”Why did fl do it?ff Makus asked.
”Long has this burden tormented her,ff Speaks said. ”She 

must be free of it if your world is to be as it should be.ff
Makus understood what Speaks meant, but he didn’t re-

spond. He was lying on the ground for some reason. Had the 
stones not been so unyielding, the whole castle might have 
collapsed.

”Will you help me again? fihere is more to do,ff Speaks 
said. ”flt veYes me that fl am so impotent when conxned in 
this emptiness. But that will be remedied as more approach 
me.ff

”Oou need more to accept you? Shall fl tell them to call for 
you?ff Makus asked.

”jo. fihe others are not ready for me like you were. Oou 
mustn’t say anything about me to them.ff

”!f course.ff 
”Oou serve them well,ff Speaks said. ”fihey will thank you 

one day. jow we must turn our attention to your people’s 
other leader. fihe man who rules the castle.ff

”Lord Adair?ff Makus said. ”What about him? He’s not 
here now.ff

”He is nearing,ff Speaks said. ”He is oTen far from me, like 
the woman, but fl see him sometimes. More oTen than her.ff
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”!nly sometimes?ff 
”fl can see embodied souls who are properly oriented, like 

you. Oou are a :ame illuminating darkness. !thers are shad-
ows obscuring everything around them.ff 

”fl see. And what do you want with Lord Adair?ff
”He will not stay long when he returns,ff Speaks said. ”!f 

that fl am certain. fl must know if he takes his poison when 
he goes again.ff

”Why?ff Makus asked. ”He isn’t obsessed like Zerah.ff
”fihat is true. But there are many things you can’t under-

stand in your current state. Dest assured, you will eventually 
see that it is for the best.ff

Makus was troubled by that response for a fraction of a 
second, then he let himself fall into the warmth. ”Alright. 
We will all know if he removes it from :unbardin.ff

”Oou are a treasure to your people. Oour world will be what 
it ought to be if you persevere.ff

Makus relished the praise. He had found the meaning of 
his life at lastI And it could not have been more profound.

Speaks continued. ”Call for me when you are certain of his 
intentions.ff

”Must fl wait?ff Makus asked. He did not want the warmth 
to leave. He did not want to return to the darkness.

”Oou must be patient. Can you do that?ff
”fl can.ff
fihe world dulled. fihe tower was empty, and Makus suf-

fered on the cold, hard :oor. 



Chapter 21

M akus reminded himself of the good reason Speaks 
had  asked  him  to  get  rid  of  Zerah’s  drag-

on-killer—that he had freed her. It was the only way to keep 
the guilt from crushing him the following morning when 
she discovered it was gone. Fortunately, she was so wrapped 
up in her search for it that she didn’t question him and 
make him lie to her. Instead, she crawled around on the floor 
for ten minutes, then began retracing her steps of the day 
before.

“Perhaps it was a bird,” Makus suggested half-heartedly. 
“The window was leff open.”

Zerah waved oW the suggestion. “?hat would a bird want 
with itx It’s basically a rock.”

She said she remembered that the scale had been there 
the previous morning, and no one unusual had been in the 
room... eficept for Iko Phainor. She was sure that she would 
have noticed if he had taken it, but she felt the need to talk 
to him. Perhaps he had noticed something she had not. The 
captain had taken Iko and the rest of his trainees into the 
Aelds to practice their archery. It would take longer than 
she’d like to get out there.

So Zerah postponed all of her morning meetings.
“Nre you sure that’s wisex” Makus asked.



KRISTOPHER ACKOURY150

“Dot a single matter on the agenda is urgent.”
Gespite Makus’s legs being signiAcantly longer than Zer-

ah’s, her pace proved uncomfortable for him. She silent-
ly wound down stairwells, bolted across courtyards, and 
shoved her way through the busy morning market on her 
way to Dorth Hate. She was as flustered as Makus had ever 
seen her. Ee wondered if she had forgotten that there was 
more dragon-killer in Ndair’s quarters.

Ns Makus followed Zerah through the Aeld, he watched 
the trainees under the captain’s instruction in the distance. 
They were conducting an efiercise that the Huard had adapt-
ed from the marikano Dight ?arriors. The efiercise tested 
one’s ability to shoot under pressure. Oach man had four 
targets placed before him at successively farther distances. 
The targets were all scarecrows, fashioned affer ukori and 
wregs. Rn the captain’s mark, they would begin shooting at 
the nearest target. ?hen they hit it, they would move on to 
the nefit, and then the nefit. Rnce they hit the farthest target, 
they would start shooting their way back, following the same 
rules in reverse. Speed and accuracy were the purposes, and 
the Arst to make his or her way back to the Arst target was 
the victor. The catch was that a miss meant that you had to 
start over.

The captain’s voice boomed over the rustling golden grass. 
“!eady position. Nnd. Hoj”

?atching the men shoot was a distraction for Makus at 
Arst—a way to avoid considering how he had hurt his dear 
friend. Then the form on the leff end of the line caught his 
attention—it was Iko Phainor. ?ith rare smoothness, his 
hand removed an arrow from the quiver upon his hip, strung 
it, and sent it into his target. The nefit shot was identical. 
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Eis bow-stroke was a single motion and noticeably graceful 
compared to the Jerky, amateurish archery of Olefi. It was 
even advanced compared to the other two men, who had 
been in the Huard for a couple of years and were only re-
training because of inJury. It took efiactly eight shots for Iko 
to complete the efiercise. Ee did not miss once. That wasn’t 
unheard of, but considering Iko had been scrounging for a 
living in Okara until recently, it was an impressive feat.

Zerah noticed it too. “Nnd you doubted he’d be of use to 
us.” 

Ossili clapped his hands together and shouted, “That’s 
some Ane shooting, little Yona. Bou might make up for your 
uselessness with your sword that way.”

Makus stopped close enough to the archers to hear Olefi 
say to Iko, “I think he likes you.”

Ossili noticed Zerah. “?e came out here to get away from 
you.” Ee might not have been Joking.

“?e hauled all of that sand into your pit because you 
begged for it,” Zerah said, “and you don’t even want to use 
itx”

Ossili laughed. “Too pleasant outside to be in there today.”
Cy this  time,  the men had turned toward Zerah and 

Makus, remaining at the spots from which they’d shot and 
leaning on their bows.

“May I have a word with Mister Phainorx” Zerah asked.
Iko seemed nervous. Olefi grinned and nudged him for-

ward.
“Fine with me,” Ossili said. “Ee’s making the rest of them 

look bad.”
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Iko approached, cheeks flushed from efiertion. Eis shaggy 
dark hair was dripping sweat. The other men went to collect 
arrows from the Aeld.

“If you don’t mind,” Zerah said, motioning for Iko to 
follow her and Makus farther into the grass. They went 
far enough so that no one could hear. “Mister Phainor, I’m 
missing something,” Zerah said affer they stopped. “It was 
in my lab yesterday morning, and other than me and Makus, 
you’re the only one who was in there.”

Iko defensively responded, “I didn’t take anything.” 
“I’m not accusing you,” Zerah said. “Cut I was trying to 

piece together a timeline and thought you might have no-
ticed it. It was on a small table against the wall to the leff of 
the entrance—a small black obJect beneath the magnifying 
glass.” 

“Bou mean the arcanotaur bloodx” Iko asked.
Zerah’s brow wrinkled. “?hatx Do. It wasn’t blood. It’s 

something like a rock.”
Iko nodded. “The little dark flake with the red channels 

running through itx”
“Bes.”
Iko nodded as if his conclusion was obvious. “The hard-

ened blood of an arcanotaur.”
Zerah stammered, “I... I don’t know anything about arcan-

otaurs.” 
“I don’t either,” Iko said. “Cut I know that’s what that was.”
Makus’s heart skipped a beat. çould it have been so sim-

plex Nrcanotaurs were rare in these parts—few people in 
Ivory çity had ever seen one, much less any of the creatures’ 
blood. They were native to caves far to the east, but as Makus 
understood it, the beasts had been driffing inland since the 
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dragons had cleared humans out of their temples and cities. 
The large, empty structures were said to be ideal spaces for 
the arcanotaurs to make their homes.

In the couple of years Makus had known Zerah, she had 
never once given the impression that she was not entirely in 
control of herself. Eer head had always controlled her heart, 
perhaps to a fault. Cut at that moment, when Iko may have 
so eWortlessly accomplished the goal for which she had lived 
for years, a fazade cracked. For the Arst time, Makus saw a 
fury in her eyes that he had long suspected. It was a cold, 
determined ferocity—born of the desire to repay N=och for 
what she had done to Zerah’s family, long sequestered in an 
eWort to remain sane.

Iko obviously didn’t understand the shiff in demeanor. 
“I’ve got pictures in one of my books. ?ould you like to 
seex” 

“Bou’re sure that’s what it isx” Zerah asked.
Iko shrugged, still oblivious to the importance of his rev-

elation. “Fairly sure.”
“Then, yes. Take me to your pictures.”
They returned to Ivory çity with a pace eficeeding their 

Jaunt out of the çastle. Nlong the way, Makus reveled in 
what had surely been the plan of The Rne ?ho Speaks. It 
was now clear that without Speaks’ instruction, Zerah may 
never have spoken to Iko again. Ead Makus not removed 
Zerah’s obsession, she may have continued toiling over it for 
an eternity. Cut now, she had discovered its secret. Dow, it 
was only a matter of time before Zerah Doburia brought the 
dragon-killer poison to the rest of the world.

Nnd Makus had been chosen by a god to play a part in it 
all. ?ho would have ever guessedx Somewhere in the back 
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of his mind, he wondered why Speaks had chosen him, but 
he would worry about that later. For now, it would do to be 
proud of his part in a divine plan that would free the world’s 
peoples from their tyrannical rulers of the sky.



Chapter 22

Z erah scoured archives, and the hours flew by. There 
was no one else in the dim, dusty basement.  The 

room was silent  aside from the fluttering of  countless 
pages—records of arrests, accusations, and riddles. She 
worked in the waning glow of her second candle. She raised 
it to look at another record, and hot wax dripped on the back 
of her hand. She winced. The paper was not what she was 
looking for, and she carefully returned it to its place.

She was searching for a record of a particular claim—a 
claim that a monster had made off with... what? What had 
the beast stolen? Where had it been? When the story had 
reached her, it had been hearsay. She had not been a justice 
then. Val Campo had been, but he could barely remember 
anything about it except that it had happened. And that the 
monster fit the description of an arcanotaur.

Zerah cursed.  How had Ivory City amassed so many 
records in so few years? She didn’t need sleep, did she?

Out of view, the door at the top of the stairs slammed 
shut. Footsteps descended in the shadow. A pang of guilt 
struck Zerah. She had been down here too long. So long 
that someone was coming to get her now. It must have been 
important too. Makus was upstairs watching the door, and 
he wouldn’t have let anyone in if it hadn’t been important.
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The shadow at the bottom of the stairs spoke. “You can-
celed nearly everything scheduled for today.”

Zerah’s hair stood on end. It was Lord Adair, already back 
from his search for the Praivun Alliance. She had not ex-
pected that.

“Not everything,” Zerah said. “Val and I reviewed the 
Bradoton Parcel proposal for the wretchers this aqernoon.”

“And leq it unresolved. I know,” Adair said. He stepped 
into the candlelight.

Zerah’s pulse zuickened, but she rebuked her angst. What 
did it matter now if he scolded her? Who cared if she had 
not carried out the arbitrary responsibilities he had thrown 
upon her without consideration? She was about to save the 
world.

And kill that murderous monster, AGoch.
Zerah stood proudly. “Perhaps you will appreciate that I 

have solved the riddle of your dragon-killer.”
Adair nodded. “Val told me.”
“Arcanotaur blood,” Zerah said. “So simple. How could we 

have been so perplexed for so long?” She turned toward her 
pile of papers. “There was a sighting a couple of years back, 
I think. I just need to find out where and—”

“Zerah,” Adair said calmly. “You need to put this aside.”
“But I’ve just solved it. We can kill dragons now.” 
“And what good will that do us if we are dead?” Adair 

stepped closer. “I need you right now, Zerah. Ivory City 
needs you to lead. Can we count on you?”

“What are you talking about?” 
“We found them. The wretchers. They are held up in the 

dam at Ambrial.”
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“That’s good news, isn’t it?” She didn’t understand his 
despair.

“There are five to six hundred inside, and more arrive each 
day.”

Zerah tilted her head, and her voice thinned. “So many?” 
The whole Duard was a few more than three hundred strong. 
She recalled the warning of !ori, the drunk, and shivered. 
“!id you dialogue with them?” 

Adair shook his head. “They didn’t take well to our trans-
lator. Tossed his headless body from the top of the dam 
moments aqer they accepted him inside. Vhannus was right 
about them, and if they mean to eradicate us, they’ve got the 
swords to do it.” 

“Oh, Bhal;” Zerah gasped. “We have to call for the Por-
tumnans. The marikano may help us.”

“Deneral Vhannus has already departed. I doubt he will 
sleep until he’s arrived at Lake Portumnus. But I will not lie< 
I wonder if the marikano have much of an appetite to risk 
their lives for an enemy they’ve never met.” 

“If the vermin came for us without reason, they might well 
come for them too.”

“A point I’m sure Vhannus will make,” Adair answered. 
“But wretchers are not much of a threat to an underwater 
city.”

“!o we have a plan if they do not come?” Zerah asked.
“We must attack as soon as we can. If we wait, they’ll be 

too strong for us to hope to fight them off.” Adair paused. 
“But for what it’s worth, Vhannus thinks if he can convince 
the Portumnans, we have a real chance.”

That made Zerah feel better. Deneral Vhannus was not 
prone to hyperbole or false hope. “But if he can’t?” 
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Adair grimaced. “Pray that he can.”



Chapter 23

Aer IkosIlsvdrZIar h’ilI ,ZZvrtI’rI’hZIhI’h ZIm,brI-rn
v,rd,gwIm’hmIar h’I.hlIgsmIlsbr’s.Ib,lmhorgpIkmI.hlI

l,byvuImssIwssZImsI-rIm WrpIf’hmI,TIAZh, I’hZI-rrgIb,lmhorgI
h-sWmI.’hmI’hZIo,vvrZI?W ho,lcIf’hmI,TIar h’ilIlBhvrI.hlgimI
rdrgI.’hmIAZh, I’hZIWlrZcIffWmI,mI.hlIhvlsI’h ZImsI-rv,rdrI
m’hmtI,TIh BhgsmhW I-vssZI.hlI rhvvuIhvvI,mI.sWvZImhorImsIo,vvI
Z hwsgltIm’rI.s vZI.sWvZIvssoIdr uIZ,Cr rgmIdr uIlssgpI

?’rIm’sWw’mIy,r BrZIkosilIv,TrvsgwIlrglrIsTI,byrgZ,gwI
ZssbpI?’rI.s vZIlWZZrgvuIlrrbrZI- ,w’mr tIhgZI’,lIZ ,drImsI
lhdrIfihlI,gmrgl,SrZpIkTIhI.s vZI.,m’sWmIZ hwsglI.hlIBsb,gwtI
m’rIysll,-,v,m,rlITs I’r I.sWvZI-rIrgZvrllpIH’rIBsWvZIlrrIm’rI
.s vZI r-W,vmpIH’rIBsWvZI’hdrI’r Is.gIThb,vupIjr Iv,TrIBsWvZI
-rIvsgwIhgZITWvvIsTIPsuI-rusgZIkosilI.,vZrlmI,bhw,g,gwlpIffWmI
’rI’hZImsIT rrI’r IT sbIm’rI— h,dWgIAvv,hgBrIS lmE’rI’hZImsI
w,drI’r Im’hmIB’hgBrp

?’WltI’rI.hlIrhwr ITs I’,lIm’, ZIbs g,gwIsTIm h,g,gwI.,m’I
m’rIBhymh,gpIffWmI.’rgI’rIhgZIxvr“Ih  ,drZtI,mI.hlIs-d,sWlI
lsbrm’,gwI.hlIsWmIsTIm’rIs Z,gh up

N”smImsZhutIwrgmvrbrgtGIm’rIBhymh,gIlh,ZpIjrI’hgZrZIm’rbI
hIyh, IsTIgrhmvuITsvZrZImWg,BltI-sWgZI.,m’Im.,grpI?’ruI.r rI
hl’uIw huIhgZIlsetIyr ’hylIgrdr I.s gpINkIm ,rZImsIwrmIlsbrI
m’hmI.sWvZISmIusWpIkTIm’ruIZsgimtIkibIls  upG

Nf’hmilIm’,lcGIkosIhlorZpINf’hmilI’hyyrgrZcG
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NHsbrIlBsWmlITsWgZIsW IT ,rgZlI,gIm’rIbsWgmh,gltIhgZI
.ri rIbsd,gwIlssgr I hm’r Im’hgIvhmr tGIm’rIBhymh,gIlh,ZpI
N?sbs  s.Ibs g,gwtIbslmIv,orvupI?’rI rlmIsTIm’rIzWh ZIh rI
hv rhZuIsgIm’r, I.huImsIhI rgZrYdsWlIys,gmpILsWIm.sI.,vvI
m hdrvI.,m’IbrtIhgZIkivvIwrmIusWI,gmsIhIWg,mI.’rgI.rIh  ,drpG

D,orIhIlyh oImsIo,gZv,gwtIm’rI.s ZlI r,wg,mrZIkosilI’syrIsTI
lhd,gwIfihlpIjrI.hlI rhZuImsIwsInowpIjrI.hlImr  ,SrZtImssp

xvr“I.hlIhlIyhvrIhlIhIw’slmpINffWmI.ridrI’h ZvuIvrh grZIhI
m’,gwpG

NLsWi rIm’rIsgrlI.’sI.hgmrZImsI-rIhIyh mIsTIm’,ltGIxll,v,I
lh,ZtIvrhg,gwIhwh,glmIm’rI.hvvI.,m’I’,lIh blITsvZrZpINfsgimI
-sm’r IbrI,TIusWIZsgimIBsbrpGIjrIvssorZIhmIkospINfrIBsWvZI
WlrIusW I-s.tIm’sWw’pG

NkIZ,ZgimIbrhgIm’hmtGIxvr“Ilh,ZpINkibIgsmI-hBo,gwIsWmpG
NM,ZIm’ruIlrrIm’rIy ,lsgr lcGIkosIhlorZpINVuIw, vcG
xll,v,IlsergrZI-rTs rI’rIhgl.r rZpIN?’r rI.r rI’WbhgI

Bhym,drlIlrrgpIAvvIusWgwI.sbrgpIf’rm’r IhguIsTIm’rbI.hlI
usW IZhWw’mr tIkIZsIgsmIogs.pG

?’hmI.hlIrgsWw’ITs IkospINAgZIsW IWg,mlcIfrI.,vvIgsmI-rI
Sw’m,gwI.,m’IusWcG

xll,v,Il’ WwwrZpINkIm’sWw’mIusWiZI-rI.,m’Im’rI rlmIsTIm’rI
-s.brgtI-r’,gZIm’rI,gThgm upIfri rIhllhWvm,gwIm’r, Iysl,n
m,sgI’rhZnsgtIT sbI.’hmIkIWgZr lmhgZpILsWivvIy sd,ZrIWlrTWvI
Bsdr IhgZI.,vvI-rIvrllIv,orvuImsI-rIo,vvrZpG

kosIl’ssoI’,lI’rhZpIN?’hmI.,vvIgsmIZspIkI.,vvI-rI,gIm’rI
T sgmpG

xll,v,IvhWw’rZI’rh m,vupINjhdrIusWITs wsmmrgIm’hmIkidrIlrrgI
usWIm uImsIWlrIhIl.s ZcILsWivvIlmhgZIgsIB’hgBrIhmIm’rIT sgmpIkI
hyy rB,hmrIusW IYrhvtIm’sWw’pIOr uIbWB’Iv,orIusW IThm’r ilpG

NLsWIZsgimIWgZr lmhgZtGIkosIlh,ZpINkIBhgimIlhdrIbuIZhWw’n
mr IT sbI-r’,gZIusWpIf’hmI,TIm’ruI rm rhmcI8 IZrB,ZrImsI
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lhB ,SBrIm’r, Iy ,lsgr lI-rTs rIm’ruIh rIZrTrhmrZcI”spIkI.,vvI
-rI,gIT sgmpGI

kosI.sWvZIgsmI-rIZrg,rZpIAgZIxll,v,I rBswg,YrZI,mp
NAv ,w’mtGIm’rIBhymh,gIlh,ZpINLsWIlmhuI.,m’IbrIm’rgpIkivvI-rI

WyIm’r rpI?’hmIhv ,w’mcG
kosIgsZZrZpINAgZIxvr“cGI
NAlIvsgwIhlI’rIlmhulIsWmIsTIbuI.hutGIxll,v,Ilh,Zp



Chapter 24

D unbardin Castle buzzed for the rest of the day with a 
dizzying agenda of preparation. What would happen 

if the assault on the Praivun Alliance failed? Who would 
succeed so and so if they died? Or so and so? Was there 
hope that Ivory City could protect itself against any number 
of wretchers with so few guardsmen leF behind? What of 
evacuation routes? Bood? Could the general public outrun 
the Praivun Alliance if it came to running?

qy the end of all the meetings on these ,uestions and 
moreZ ’erahSs mind was mush. khe groanedZ —nowing there 
was one more meeting leFfione to discuss the plan of attac— 
on the wretchersS position. khe did not thin— herself one to 
shir— responsibilityZ but considering she would not be part 
of the GghtingZ she resented Adair for as—ing her to attend 
a session that would surely ta—e hours. It was almost sunsetZ 
and from what she —newZ Veneral Lhannus had drawn up the 
plans. What point was there in ,uestioning his battle plans? 

Aside from the window overloo—ing the cityZ the small 
meeting roomSs grimyZ grayish walls were devoid of any 
sort of decoration. Bor some reasonZ -ord Adair seemed 
to consider such gloom necessary for their most secretive 
meetings. A halfxdozen of the leadership huddled over a 
small wooden tableZ upon which was a map of the Lale of 
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Ambrial. Bor hoursZ they discussed what would happen if the 
Portumnan mari—ano provided no supportZ or if the support 
was less than eTpected. ffihey theorized the wretchersS rex
sponse to the assault and whether or not it would be prudent 
to pursue a retreating foe.

’erahSs mind wandered. khe needed to get bac— into the 
archives and see where that arcanotaur had been. It had 
probably been in the mountains somewhere. Arcanotaurs 
lived in cavesZ didnSt they? ffihey didnSt li—e being around 
peopleZ right? If they needed the creatureSs bloodZ she asx
sumed sheSd have to —ill it. What sort of weapon was re,uired 
to —ill an arcanotaur? Would arrows su“ce? And there was 
the matter of capturing and storing the blood. It would 
probably be better to have many small containers rather than 
one big one. If it were all in one container and something 
happenedfi

”’erah?H Adair as—edZ obviously irritated.
Uer eyes widened as she realized heSd been as—ing her 

something. MnfortunatelyZ sheSd heard nothing of the conx
versation over the last few minutes. ”Um?H she as—ed.

”ffihe idea of —eeping a hidden contingent? ffio our northZ 
in the event of having to defend our walls?H

”Of courseZH ’erah said. khe struggled to respond. ”Was 
the ,uestion whether or not I thought it was a good idea?H

Adair frowned and sighed in eTasperation. ”Why donSt we 
ta—e a few minutes and then Gnish this up?H

It too— another hour to wor— through the rest of the dex
tailsZ and ’erah did well to —eep her mind where it should 
have been. qut she wasted no time in descending bac— to 
DunbardinSs archives once the meeting was over. khe —new 
ja—us was tired tooZ but it was his ffob to stay with herZ and 
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he didnSt seem to mind staying up a little longer so she could 
get more wor— done.

AFer a couple of hours of fruitless searchingZ she grew 
tired and discouraged. khe felt wea—Z even hopelessZ but then 
remembered that somewhere in the piles of paper was an 
artifact from her past life. It was a smallZ leatherxbound 
ffournal that had belonged to her husbandZ Orin. khe had not 
seen it in monthsZ and she had not opened it in years. khe had 
not had the heart to throw it away nor the stomach to —eep 
it in her room. qut now it called to herfias if she needed 
to see it to continue her search. It was in the corner of the 
archivesZ tuc—ed away with the miscellaneous documents 
and unreadable boo—s that had been in Dunbardin Castle 
when Adair had anneTed it. khe found it eTactly where she 
remembered putting it and returned to the small wooden 
table. Uer Gngers glided over the smoothZ soF leather. It was 
cold to the touch.

Mpon opening the ffournalZ ’erah smelled charred wood 
and paper. khe smelled her husbandZ too. Uer heart poundedZ 
eTcited and afraid to remember him so vividly. qut here 
was his writingZ as if he had written it today. khe thumbed 
through the pages until she found what she was loo—ing for.

Orin would have never claimed to have been an artistZ 
but he would not have denied his enffoyment of trying to be 
one. ffihe s—etch ’erah beheld was simple. ffihere was little 
detail and no shading or shadowZ only smudged lines. qut 
there was no ,uestion that the lines came together in the 
shapes of ’erah and her two sons. khe was standing in a 
windblown dressZ holding the younger in her arms while the 
older loo—ed up to her. ’erah smiled. ffihe older childSs butx
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ton nose was unmista—ableZ even with so few pencil stro—es. 
Orin might have been an artist had he lived in another time.

kheSd thought of him when sheSd seen I—o PhainorSs kilent 
kcroll. jost of the little she —new about kilence had been 
than—s to Orin. UeSd been ,uite interested in history and old 
religionZ and she was sure he would have loved to spea— to 
I—o about his beliefs. jore than thatZ I—oSs devotion to his 
daughter had reminded ’erah of the family that she and Orin 
had once hadfisomething thatZ only nowZ she admitted she 
may want to have one day again. ffihat simple ac—nowledgx
ment saddled her with guiltZ but perhaps it wouldnSt matter. 
kheSd poured all of herself into the ,uest to uncover the 
dragonx—iller over the last few yearsZ but now that she could 
see the end of that roadZ she wondered if sheSd strayed too 
far oY the path sheSd once been on. khe wondered if sheSd 
ever be able to Gnd her way bac— to who sheSd once been.

ffihe door openedZ and footsteps started down the stairs 
into the archives. ’erah imagined that before todayZ she 
would have hurriedly shut the ffournal and pretended to be 
doing something else. qut this eveningZ she didnSt careZ and 
she continued to admire the picture.

ja—us appeared at the bottom of the stairs. Ue was holdx
ing a pair of cupsZ a bottleZ and a small wrapped something.

’erah loo—ed up from the boo—. ”WhatSs this?H
”I visited the pantryZH ja—us said. ”I thought a celebration 

was in order.H
”A celebration? Bor what?H
ja—us approached the smallZ candlelit table and carefully 

set the items on it. ”What do you meanZ for what? It would 
only be more appropriate if I—o Phainor were here to parta—e 
in these.H Ue was smiling. Ue noticed the picture but did not 
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stare. ”Uow long have we been trying to Ggure out what the 
dragonx—iller is?H

”DonSt you thin— it might be prudent to wait to celebrate?H 
’erah as—ed.

”We celebrate while we can. Uave a drin— with me.H
ffihere was a sweet aroma in the air now. Ca—eZ perhaps?
ja—us placed the two cups on the table and opened the 

bottle. ”jeadZH he said as he Glled their cups. ffihere wasnSt 
much of it around DunbardinZ but ja—us —new ’erah prex
ferred mead to ale. Ue unwrapped two slices of a plum loafZ 
removed one for himselfZ and slid the other on the cloth 
across to ’erah.

khe smiled and too— it. It was still warm and melted in her 
mouth. ffihe honey drizzled over it was almost unbearably 
sweet. Almost. ffihe pieces of plum were still ffuicy.

”Jou leF my side for the pantry?H ’erah saidZ grinning and 
grabbing for more bread.

”I thought you wouldnSt mind.H
’erah raised her brow. ”Jou were right. I didnSt thin— they 

would be ma—ing desserts today.H
”ffihey thought it would be good for moraleZH ja—us said 

as he enffoyed his own.
’erah washed down her bread with the meadZ disappointx

ed by the strange taste that comes from drin—ing something 
sweet aFer eating something sweet.

ja—us in,uiredZ ”Jou will not be down here all nightZ I 
hope?H

”I donSt plan on itZ but you —now how that goes.H 
ja—us smiled widely. ”With you? Jes. I —now how that 

goes. Kust donSt forget we are at war now.H
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’erah held another piece of the plum bread but did not 
eat it. ”I suppose it is obvious that my mind has been elsex
where.H 

”It is understandableZH ja—us saidZ seemingly trying to 
comfort her. Ue downed his entire cup of mead in one gulp. 
”qut if you want my opinionZ you should refocus your enerx
gies. Jou may never get a chance to use the dragonx—iller if 
we cannot repel the Praivun Alliance.H 

’erah oYered an emphatic nod. ”ffihan— you for being 
honest.H 

”JouSre welcome.H ja—us wiped his lips with the bac— of 
his hand. 

’erah stared at OrinSs s—etch. ”jay I as— you a ,uestion?H 
”Of course.H
”Why do you thin— the dragons —ill us? WhatSs made them 

hate us so much?H
”I wish I —new.H ja—us leaned bac— and put his hands 

around the bac— of his head. ”Jou humans all seem conGdent 
that they hate us. I am not sure thatSs the case.H

”Oh?H
ja—us nodded. ”ISve fought many enemies. Among themZ 

there was a type consumed with a particular brutalZ primal 
energy that always reminded me of dragons. ffihey were alx
ways my most dangerous foes.H

”Who were they?H
”Anyone without escape. ffihose who —new they were 

doomed if  they didnSt  —ill  meZH  ja—us said.  ”ISve long 
thought that the dragons thin— their survival hinges upon 
our elimination.H

’erah tilted her head. ”Why would they thin— that?H
ja—us shrugged. ”I donSt —now.H
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’erah tried to come up with an answer to her ,uestion that 
made senseZ but could not. 

”jay I as— you something?H ja—us eyed the picture in 
front of ’erah without moving his head. 

”Jou may.H
”What were their names? ISve never heard you spea— 

them.H
”ffiheir names?H ’erah cho—ed ,uietly. khe reached for her 

mead. AFer a moment of dar—nessZ she found herself staring 
at the purple morsels dotting her plum loaf. ”jy husband 
was Orin. jy boys were Eyran and Isa.H

”Uow old?H ja—us as—ed.
”Eyran was four. Isa threeZH she answered matterxofxfactly. 

khe touched the soFened paper of the ffournal. ”Uere they 
were a year younger.H

”AhZH ja—us saidZ lightening. ”jari—ano children are 
,uite a handful at that age. flspecially when there are two 
of them.H

ffio her surpriseZ ’erah laughed. ”Jes. ffihey were a handful. 
ffihey used to Gght without end. PlayfullyZ for the most part.H

”Did they now?H
khe lit up. ”I never eTpected such violent oYspring.H
ja—us laughed.
’erah continuedZ suddenly at ease. It felt good to enffoy 

spea—ing about her family. ”It bothered me for a whileZ but 
Orin insisted that it was good for growing boys. Ue even 
ffoined them sometimes. UeSd pretend to be a trollZ and they 
were —nights. ffiheySd use stic—s for swords. ffihey hit him too 
hard more than once.H

ja—us smiled. ”ffihat might have changed his mind.H
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”It didnSt deter him in the leastZH ’erah said. ”Ue was 
patient with them. Always calm. Ue would correct the boys 
sternlyZ but as ,uietly as he could.H 

”I can see why the two of you were husband and wife.H 
ja—us Gnished his bread and brushed his crumbs onto the 
:oor.

’erah swallowed the last of her drin— and murmured to 
herselfZ ”Uusband and wife. ffihat is what we were.H AFer a 
long moment of silenceZ she saidZ ”I wonSt be able to bear it 
if I s,uander this opportunity.H

”ffio —ill dragons?H
’erah glared. ”ffio —ill Azoch.H 

AFer another hourZ ja—us was alone in his room. ”I am 
hereZH he called out.

ffihe warmth came more slowly. And was it dulled? Why?
”What have you learned?H kpea—s said.
ja—us was more nervous this time than the last. A feeling 

that he was doing something wrong crept into the corners 
of his awareness. qut then he remembered his new purpose! 
helping the world fulGll its destiny. Ue let himself fall into 
kpea—sSs warmth. It might have been shallower than beforeZ 
but it was still so right.

”Adair will not ta—e his dragonx—iller with himZH he said. 
”ffihey have no fear of Azoch as long as they have the colors 
raised.H

”ffihan— youZ ja—usZH kpea—s said. ”ffihat is all. I will come 
when I need you again.H
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kpea—s vanished.
”Wait@H ja—us saidZ hardly settled into the pleasure.
qut it was too late. 



Chapter 25

F or most of his life, Elex had cared too much about what 
people thought of him. Others’ opinions had dictated 

his every move. He was too eager to agree. He would not 
speak up if he had a novel thought. And there wasn’t any 
circumstance imaginable in which he’d tell someone no. He 
just wanted people to like him—to the point that it made 
him miserable.

He hadn’t realized the problem growing up. Then Iko 
arrived in Jynsomn, astonishingly unconcerned about what 
everyone else thought of his unpopular opinions or fun-
ny-looking prayer garb. Iko didn’t hide that he didn’t think 
much of Rog. He denounced the town gossips without reser-
vation. He even declined an advance from Rein Whills, the 
prettiest girl in Jynsomn, claiming that she was not up to his 
standards. Then he got with Theia. What a scandal that had 
been. The gossip persisted for months.

Elex had been drawn to Iko, seeing in the bold newcomer 
things he did not find within himself. All it had taken was 
a few sincere questions about gods and the heavens for Iko 
to accept him just as he was. Being around him so much, 
Elex began to think and speak for himself, albeit just to 
those closest to him. But it was a start, and quite liberating. 
His lifelong anxiety diminished. Then Elex’s sister died—a 
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strange, bloody cough took her in a few short days. Most 
around Jynsomn spoke kind words and offered food and help 
with the burial. Iko’s strange ways had offered something 
more—a sincere hope of the aNerlife, where Elex and his 
sister might one day be reunited.

Cow, as Elex marched through an unfamiliar wood on 
his way to a battle against hundreds of wretchers, he re-
minded himself of these things. He thought of Vas. He was 
scared, but this was a worthwhile endeavor—perhaps the 
most worthwhile endeavor he had ever undertaken.

The sun had barely risen, and the insects beneath the 
trees swarmed. Elex was second-to-last in a line of six—the 
training crew plus Cabi leading the way. They were to march 
all day until reaching the rendezvous point near the flale of 
Ambrial. Cabi led at an unbearable pace, and Elex dreaded 
the rest of the march almost as much as the battle. Also 
unsettling was that they would soon be leaving behind the 
safety of the Tyel flalley. Vaptain Essili claimed that Azoch 
would stay away if they raised the bright purple Sag of 
Ivory Vity. Apparently, she thought it meant they had Adair’s 
dragon-killer poison. But they couldn’t Sy the Sag without 
risking being spotted by nearby wretchers. “o, they would 
have to hide from the sky and the caves for the rest of their 
journey.

Elex tried to think of happier things.
”Hey, Iko,? he said.
Iko was walking in front of Elex and looked over his shoul-

der. ”HmY?
”There are so many girls in Ivory Vity, and I was thinking 

that there might be more than one I like. !ou think I could 
marry a pairY?
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”TwoP? Iko laughed. ”!ou’d never survive.?
”Why notY?
Iko said, ”!ou’re meant to give yourself to one woman. If 

you give yourself to two women, they will tear you in half.?
Elex chuckled. ”Cever thought of it that way.?
”He’s wise, like his father,? Essili said from in front of Iko. 

”What else did he teach you, little JonaY What of his war 
songsY I could use a good war song right now.?

Elex tensed at the question. Vaptain Essili seemed oblivi-
ous to what Iko really thought of him—and what Iko thought 
about his father’s involvement in the war against the Order 
of Matara. Worse yet, Iko was fasting today. Elex prepared 
himself to interject. 

”War songsY? Iko asked Satly. ”I have no idea what you 
mean.?

Essili craned his neck around. ”ReallyY He sang them all 
the time.?

Iko shrugged and continued marching.
Elex thought that was the end of it. But aNer a few more 

steps, Essili broke into a soN song. His voice wasn’t the 
most pleasant Elex had ever heard, but it was practiced and 
precise.

Your fear, my boys, I know it too.
It came for me, now here for you.
Stand tall, hold firm. We’ll see it through.
And make way for the good and true.

Elex was so focused on the captain, he almost didn’t real-
ize the song had brought Iko to a stop. He barely avoided 
running into the back of his friend.
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”That’s not a war song,? Iko said. 
Essili stopped too and turned around.
”It’s not boys, either. It’s boy,? Iko said. ”!our fear, my boy. 

He wrote it for me when I was afraid of Turakis.?
By now, the rest of the crew had stopped. Elex suspected 

they all heard the frustration in Iko’s voice. 
Essili certainly noticed it, and he obviously didn’t un-

derstand it. ”Oh. Well, he must have repurposed it.? He 
shrugged.

”I doubt it,? Iko said coldly. ”!ou must be misremember-
ing. Dlease don’t sing it again.?

”Alright,? Essili said.
”Vome now,? Cabi said, resuming her unbearable pace. 

”We have much ground to cover today.?

The soldiers hid throughout a small wood at the bottom of a 
broad cliff a mile south of the flale of Ambrial. Many hid be-
neath blinds craNed of broken sticks, dirt, and dried leaves. 
Others were in caves. A few reclined beneath a waist-high 
canopy of broad, waxy leaves in a nearby clearing. Cone 
remained in the open for very long. They didn’t want the 
wretchers to see them.

But enough of the men and marikano peeked out from 
their hiding spots as Vaptain Essili’s squad arrived so that 
Iko could guess their total numbers. Two hundredY Maybe 
two hundred and fiNy. Cot nearly enough for their purpose. 
Their heavy, dirt-blackened faces told Iko that they knew it 
too.
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”How many more are comingY? Iko asked.
Essili glanced behind him as he walked. ”Worried, little 

JonaY?
Iko said nothing, but his concern remained. He wondered 

again if he had a better chance of sneaking into the wretch-
ers’ fortress alone than taking part in a direct assault that 
would surely fail.

”!our father never concerned himself with such things,? 
Essili said. ”Fewer swords just meant we needed a better 
plan than the enemy.?

”;o we have a better planY? Iko asked.
;emeanor still light, Essili asked, ”;on’t trust usY?
Iko said nothing.
”!ou’re not like your father, are youY? Essili said.

A voice called out, ”TatusP?
Iko’s eyes Suttered open. Beneath the canopy of waxy 

leaves, he could see a sliver of the sky. The mountain forest 
glowed pink in the early morning, and the night’s insects 
still chirped. It was cold. How had he slept in such coldY The 
ground was an unyielding block of iced earth. “trangely, the 
air smelled of citrus.

”TatusP?
Iko looked toward the voice through the foliage. He could 

only see a pair of marikano legs, but he knew it was Cabi 
calling for someone named Tatus. He threw his cover aside 
and crawled toward her. It was strange for her to be so loud. 
Co one else made a sound.
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By the time Iko emerged from the foliage, Tatus had ar-
rived. He was a young marikano with turquoise eyes. Each of 
the two marikano stared silently into the wall of pine trees 
on the other side of the encampment.

Iko saw nothing of interest as he stood up. ”What’s all 
the ruckus aboutY? He brushed himself off. ”And is there 
anything to eatY?

Cabi glared at him, then looked back toward the trees. 
”Derhaps we are surprised that you are still here, Mister Iko. 
“ee now who comes. It may raise your spirits.?

Murmurs and mumbles grew louder throughout the en-
campment. More soldiers emerged from concealment to 
watch the trees. Their spirits brightened, and they called to 
others who remained hidden.

”What’s going onY? Iko asked.
”Watch,? Cabi said.
Iko watched the trees. Movement materialized from the 

shadow—a sort of pattern coming toward the encampment. 
Forms came together and spread out, and then came to-
gether and spread out again. He continued to watch, only 
to be disoriented as the shadows disappeared. Then he saw 
them again. They had not gone anywhereG they were sim-
ply moving in a different pattern. Taller forms continued 
straight toward the encampment, and those behind seemed 
to weave in and out of the trees in two alternating groups. 
ANer several seconds, the shadows returned to their first 
pattern of movement.

Iko asked, ”WhatY? 
“everal marikano emerged from the pine trees, answering 

Iko’s unfinished question. These were no ordinary marikano. 
There were nine of them, and all were magnificently mus-
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cular. Three of the nine were females, much taller than the 
males. Obsidian-tipped spears were on all of their backs, 
and each had a long and curved sword and several knives of 
varying lengths on a mesh belt. They all wore black form-fit-
ting pants and had their cranial tentacles pulled back with 
ties made of small wooden beads. The female marikano also 
wore fitted tops of the same dark material. Of particular 
interest were the earrings every one of them wore in their 
leN ears. They were small wooden rings with a shimmering 
sapphire in the center.

”Who are theyY? Iko asked.
Cabi beamed. ”These are the Cight Warriors.?
”The Cight WarriorsY?
The marikano approached abreast of each other, then in 

a maneuver that most closely resembled the movement of a 
Sock of birds, they broke into three small wedge-formations, 
each with one of the tall females at the point. The movement 
was arrestingly elegant and suggested that the soldiers op-
erated with one mind. Their steps were synchronized and 
smooth, and they barely made any sound. They paid no mind 
to the many men and marikano staring at them as they 
marched westward.

Cabi could barely contain herself. ”They are looking for 
Zeneral flhannus. ;o you realize what this meansY?

Tatus was smiling too. He chattered something.
”Of course we will win now,? she said.
Iko raised an eyebrow. Derhaps the young marikano had 

forgotten just how many wretchers were in the flale of Am-
brial. ”They are decent fightersY? 

Cabi continued to gawk. ”!es. Decent is a way to say it.? 
“he tossed a satsuma she’d been holding to Iko. It had a bite 
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taken out of it, straight through the peel. ”Here. This will 
help that empty belly of yours.? 

Iko found Vaptain Essili on the other side of the encamp-
ment, along with a chubby, orange-eyed marikano. The pair 
reclined on opposite sides of the entrance to a cave. Twenty 
or so Cight Warriors were scattered throughout the sur-
rounding foliage, ready to pounce. They eyed Iko as he ap-
proached Essili, but they didn’t move.

”Have you finalized the planY? Iko asked.
Essili casually cut a slice of apple with his long knife. ”!ou 

are quite the worrier, aren’t youY?
The old marikano frowned and waved Iko off. ”Zo on now, 

lad. We’ll be making assignments shortly.?
”It’s fine. He’s with me,? Vaptain Essili said. Apple juice 

dripped down his grizzled chin as he chewed.
The marikano squinted and inspected Iko. ”Dersonally 

taking on new recruitsY I’ve never even seen him.?
”His father fought with me against the Order of Matara.?
The marikano grunted indifferently.
”!ou want to know what we’re doingY? Essili asked. He 

pointed the knife at the marikano. ”This is Zeneral flhan-
nus. He’s the brains.?

Iko offered the general a hesitant nod.
”Eager to kill wretchers, are youY? flhannus asked.
”They have my daughter.?
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flhannus was surprised. ”I’m sorry.? He was sincere but 
steady. ”If you want assurance of victory, I cannot provide 
it.?

”I want to know what chance we have,? Iko said. ”If we’re 
rushing toward certain death, I’ll go find my own way.? 

”!our own wayY? flhannus chuckled. ”My boy, you’d be 
charged with desertion.?

”He’s not signed a contract,? Essili said. ”Hasn’t even been 
through a camp.?

flhannus straightened. ”!et he wears our uniformY?
”I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for this father,? Essili said.
Iko tilted his head. He didn’t know exactly what Essili 

meant, but it was news to him.
”I doubt Adair would approve,? flhannus said.
”It was >erah’s idea,? Essili said. He cut another slice of 

apple.
Zeneral flhannus laughed. ”Of course it was.? 
Essili clarified, ”Mostly, anyway. I gave them the uni-

forms.? 
flhannus peered at Iko over his thin, wire-framed specta-

cles. ”!ou’ve come fromY?
”Ekara.?
”Bold.? flhannus placed his hands atop his round belly and 

drew in a deep breath. ”We will draw the vermin out and 
ambush them.?

”HowY? Iko asked.
flhannus spoke assuredly. ”There is cover there. A small 

village at the base of the dam. That is where we begin. Their 
archers will get to work. We will retreat. They will think they 
have us on the run, and they will chase us to finish us off. 
Because that is what vermin do. When the bulk of their force 
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is exposed, the Dortumnans will ambush them.? He indicated 
the Cight Warriors.

Iko beheld the soldiers. ”A force of twenty will turn the 
tideY? 

”The Cight Warriors will function as the tip of the spear,? 
flhannus said. ”But there are also a couple of hundred Dor-
tumnan regulars on the way. They should arrive throughout 
the day.?

Iko brightened. ”What’s thatY Five hundred swords and 
spearsY Against six hundredY?

”Drobably closer to seven by now,? Essili said.
”!es, but more than half of their force is wregs,? flhannus 

said. ”It will be a fair fight, my boy. !ou’ll have your chance 
to save your daughter.?



Chapter 26

“I ’m going to have Justice Campo hold the throne while 
I’m away,” Bhal Adair said.

Makus could tell the words were a punch to Zerah’s gut. 
That didn’t surprise him, though she’d confided in him that 
she didn’t want the job to begin with. But he suspected it 
wasn’t as much about not getting the job as it was about who 
had been chosen over her. 

Val Campo stood with his hands behind his back next to 
Adair’s throne, flanked by Reya. The blue-eyed marikano 
had been assigned to him since his usual guard would be 
at Ambrial. His gaunt form was straighter and taller than 
usual, and his frail, pointed nose tipped slightly into the air. 
His sunken eyes peered down at Zerah, who stood at the 
bottom of the dais.

The man was smug and insolent. Makus didn’t blame 
Zerah for her feelings.

“I take it that won’t be a problem?” Campo said in a slimy 
tenor croak.

Zerah shrugged. “Why would it be?” She forced a smile.
Apparently sensing the tension, Adair interjected. “I 

thought it best, given your progress on the dragon-killer. It’ll 
free you up to continue your work.”
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That was sincere, but Makus knew the real reason. She 
had gotten carried away with her work on the dragon-killer 
and neglected her duties when given her first opportuni-
ty. He imagined she was trying to tell herself that it was 
okay—that the job was miserable anyway. But he knew her 
well enough to see her simmering as she watched Campo 
relish the moment with unwarranted pride.

“It is prudent,” Zerah said. “Hopefully, I’ll have located an 
arcanotaur by the time you return.”

“We can only hope,” Adair said.
Makus stepped forth from the shadows, expecting Zerah 

to leave.
“One other thing before I go,” Adair said. “An investiga-

tion has started into a breach that occurred late last night. 
Marshal Falgo is handling it.”

“A breach?” Zerah asked.
Adair nodded. “Miss Doerwine Felsmit. I found her near 

my personal quarters before I retired.”
The mention of Dori piqued Makus’s interest. He alone in 

the room understood that if Dori was doing something so 
bold, it was likely part of the plan of The One Who Speaks.

“Isn’t that the tavern owner?” Campo asked. His beady 
eyes got smaller.

“It is. I don’t know how she got past the guardsmen,” 
Adair said. “She was drunk, from what I could tell, and 
rambling on about our certain demise. She said she needed 
to warn me about the wretchers.”

Zerah tilted her head. “Yes. The captain and I have heard 
that from her. Utter nonsense.”

“I agree,” Adair said. “Given her state, I banished her from 
the city for a month rather than throw her in a cell. She 
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wasn’t particularly concerning, but I was troubled by the fact 
that someone in her state got inside so easily. As I said, Falgo 
is handling it, but you need to be aware. Changes will likely 
come to our rotations and security measures.” 

“So, we’ve got no action to take while you’re away?” Cam-
po asked.

“None as far as I can see,” Adair said. “I believe Dunbardin 
Castle is perfectly secure moving forward.”

A few hours later, Makus sat hunched with his elbows on 
his knees in the hall over the archives Zerah was scouring. 
The mention of Dori by Adair had brought his mind back 
to The One Who Speaks, and he had yearned for the god’s 
presence ever since. His mind raced uncontrollably. He had 
pulled himself out of his wallowing a handful of times, only 
to find himself back in it without understanding how he got 
there. 

He remembered the comforting warmth, and he wanted it 
again. But Speaks had not given him any instructions about 
getting it back this time, so there was nothing he could do 
to get it.

Why had the god abandoned him as it did? Was The One 
Who Speaks a cruel deity? 

Makus shook the thoughts from his mind. Speaks had not 
abandoned him. The world was still not ready, and Makus 
would have more work to do. His inability to control his 
yearning was his fault alone. He just needed to be patient. 
Speaks would be back.
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A collision with the door at the bottom of the stairs 
brought Makus back to the world around him. Feet pattered 
rapidly up the dark, damp stairwell. Zerah appeared, holding 
a half-page document in her hand. Her hair was disheveled, 
and her breath was shallow and rapid. Candlelight glinted 
in her wide, green eyes. She was excited about something.

When she beheld Makus, her face fell. “Are you alright?”
Makus sat up straight on the creaking wooden bench 

against the wall. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”
“Your eyes,” Zerah said. She stepped closer. “They’re... 

dimmer.”
Makus waved a hand in dismissal. “Just natural varia-

tions.” He nodded toward the paper. “Have you found some-
thing?” 

Some of Zerah’s excitement returned. She extended the 
document to Makus. “Godskeep.” She took a deep breath. 
“There may be an arcanotaur at Godskeep.”

Makus smiled, genuinely happy for his friend. “That is 
good news.”

Zerah snatched the page from Makus’s hand. “Come on, 
let’s go talk to Val. We’ll make arrangements for an expe-
dition as soon as this business with the Praivun Alliance is 
finished.”

“I admire your confidence in the Guard,” Makus said. He 
stood to follow the justice.

“Why wouldn’t I be confident?” Zerah raced out the door. 
“General Vhannus is leading the attack. I can’t imagine the 
wretchers outfoxing him.”



Chapter 27

I ko was only vaguely aware he was dreaming.

He was ten years old again, helping his father check 
river traps for fish. Farah appeared on the water’s edge, 
wearing a green cloak that matched the trees behind her. She 
was missing two fingers on one hand, and her bright red hair 
had been cut so that it hovered above her shoulders. 

“Our spy tells us they will attack Evisdale,” Farah said.
Jona looked up from his place in the shin-deep water. 

“That seems like an unlikely target.”
“They don’t have the swords for anything more,” Farah 

said. “This could be our chance to end them, Jona.” 
Iko didn’t want his father to leave again. He’d started get-

ting used to the fact that the fight with the Order of Matara 
was almost over, and he hated going to stay with Aunt Cyri 
and his three bratty cousins. Worse was the paralyzing fear 
he felt every time his father le—xthe fear that he’d never 
see him again. He couldn’t sleep when he had to stay with 
Aunt Cyri. He would sit alone under the stars, away from the 
others, worrying that he’d be le— there forever.

Jona agreed to go with Farah once more. He spoke to 
Iko while cleaning Blessed Ember. “The fighting will be over 
soon,” he promised. “We can go wherever you’d like a—er 
that.”
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Iko wasn’t sure if that was true, but he knew his father 
wished it was, and that mattered. He nodded solemnly, and 
Jona embraced him and kissed him on the head.

The following days were among the least unpleasant Iko 
had spent with his cousins. It was late spring, and the weath-
er was warm and clear. The cousins coajed him to the river 
for days full of swimming and games in the safe places where 
the trees hung over the narrow body of water. They were 
careful to keep Aunt Cyri’s cinnamon candies dry, and all 
of them worked up immense appetites for some of the best 
meals Iko had ever had. He especially en?oyed the venison. 
He’d been so worn out by the end of each day that he’d slept 
nearly as well as the rest of them. It took almost a week 
before he started worrying about his father again.

Then Farah came back alone.
Iko was the first to see her through the trees. “Where is my 

fatherq” he asked.
Farah froze at the Yuestion. Iko was standing before her. 

A light rain fell.
The sight of Farah’s stone face falling was one Iko would 

never forget. It told him everything he needed to know. She 
pulled Blessed Ember from beneath her cloak. Tears rolled 
down her cheeks as she presented it to Iko without a word.

Iko was crying. Somehow, he found himself in Farah’s 
embrace. She stank like a wet dog, and he hated it.

“ffour father turned the fight in our favor,” Farah said.
That didn’t make any diBerence to Iko. He pushed her 

away and beheld her. He’d imagined this moment before, but 
it had never been Yuite like this. He had not imagined the 
smell and the rain. He had not imagined the horrible finality 
of Farah’s declaration.
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“He gave us everything that he had,” Farah said.
“ffou didn’t deserve him.” 
“!ut boy.” Farah’s cold,  militant demeanor returned. 

“Would you prefer us overrun by the Order of Mataraq”
“That wouldn’t have made a diBerence to me. ffour fight 

was not ours. Why should he have died for youq”
“We needed good soldiers.”
“I need my fatherP” 
They were on the rocky shores of the grey sea, staring out 

over rough waters on a dreary morning. This was where the 
heathens had put Jona 6hainor to rest without any proper 
funeral ritual. Iko had never done the ritual before, but he 
was doing the best he could without a body.

Farah said without thought, “If you’re sure of an a—erlife, 
why do you mournq”

Iko did not answer.
“If you’d rather not stay with your aunt, we will find some-

one to take you,” Farah said. “Someone good, who will care 
for you right.”

Iko slipped away in the night while Farah slept. He had to 
get away from them all before they poisoned his mind and 
soul. He hated them for taking his father away. He hated 
Farah for pretending to care. She didn’t care about anything 
ejcept winning her fight. His father had not mattered to her, 
and Iko didn’t matter either.

So Iko wandered across the world alone, clutching his 
father’s Silent Scroll to his chest. And everywhere he wan-
dered, his father’s song hung in the airxreminding him that 
the heathens’ selfishness had robbed him of the only person 
who’d ever loved him. 
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Your fear, my boy, I know it too.
It came for me, now here for you.
Stand tall, hold firm. We’ll see it through.
And make way for the good and true.



Chapter 28

“W here is she?” Iko asked as the day’s first light 
spilled onto the scene before him.

The Vale of Ambrial was a desolate sea of black, volcanic 
sand—an unnatural, featureless hollow among the whetted 
peaks of the Southern Garan Mountain Range. A quarter 
of a mile away, a massive stone-built dam stood between 
two cliffsides. Its top appeared as a bridge between dense 
mountain forests on its east and west. The dam had dou-
bled as a fortress centuries ago, and it looked the part. Sev-
eral towers stretched skyward behind the parapet wall on 
top—wretcher archers would be well-positioned. The faint 
rush of water cascading from the middle of the dam was the 
only thing Iko could hear. The water fed a small river that 
crawled southward, bisecting the vale. On the western side 
of the river, near the foot of the dam, was a small, derelict 
village of gnarled cabins. The village would be the Guard’s 
protection from the Praivun arrows.

Essili motioned toward the dam. “They stored arms and 
prisoners in the top of the dam when it was an outpost. That 
is where they are holding the women.”

Iko grimaced. That meant that to get to Cas, he’d have to 
enter the dam from ground level and climb to its top through 
scores of wretchers.
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“They’ll see us before long,” someone said, “now that the 
sun’s up!”

“We’re about to move,” Essili said calmly.
Guardsmen still arrived. They’d split up into groups of ten 

or twelve and traveled the mile to the Vale of Ambrial by dif-
ferent routes. They gathered in a narrow ravine that opened 
onto the black sand plain’s southern edge. The Portumnan 
marikano were close behind, but they would not be part of 
the initial charge, so Iko didn’t see many of them.

Standing behind Iko, Elex loudly blew out a deep breath. 
“Said your prayers this morning, Iko?”

“More than usual. I kept you in mind.” 
His nervous friend nodded in gratitude. “What’s the Silent 

Scroll have to say to us this morning?” 
Iko didn’t hesitate to recite the passage he’d read before 

prayer. “The wicked clutch their folly firm to their breast so that 
they may not see it and despair.”

Elex frowned. “What does that have to do with fighting a 
battle?”

“Aim for their folly.” 
Elex still looked confused.
Iko grinned. “The girls of Ivory City will love a war hero, 

Elex.”
“That’s probably true, isn’t it?”
Murmurs broke out behind them, and a man dressed en-

tirely in black emerged from the crowd. A half-dozen pur-
ple-clad guardsmen flanked him. Iko did not need anyone 
to tell him that this was Bhal Adair. He carried himself 
proudly, offering a steely, confident gaze to every soldier 
he could. Each responded by straightening a little, perhaps 
becoming a little braver. His sword’s handle was gilded and 
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bejeweled, and his leather cuirass was embroidered with an 
ivory-colored image of a dragon’s horn crossed with a sword. 
It was the same design that was on the Guard’s purple flags.

Iko wondered if he was making the same mistake as his fa-
ther—trusting the wrong people with his life. But he pushed 
the thoughts from his mind. Cas was in that dam. He was 
going to get her back. 

“Now we go,” Essili said. “Stay on me. Listen to me,” he 
said to Iko. “I’ll see to it you live long enough to get to your 
girl.”

Iko nodded.
“I’ll be right behind you,” Elex said.
Adair moved to the edge of the ravine. “Guard on me!” he 

boomed.
The guardsmen fidgeted and bustled. They struck each 

other’s chests for encouragement and whispered to each 
other.

“Colors!” Captain Essili ordered.
Bright purple banners rose above the heads of the army 

and flowed in the wind that swept through the ravine. 
Their holders bound them to the backs of designated car-
riers—about every tenth soldier.

Lord Adair turned toward the dam and jogged onto the 
open plain, and the army was close behind. The soldiers 
poured from the ravine, spread wide, and thundered north-
ward. The clattering of their swords, spears, and shields 
echoed off the nearby western wall of the vale. If the wretch-
ers were not yet aware of the approaching army, they would 
be soon.

When they were about one hundred yards from the vil-
lage, figures scampered behind the parapet wall atop the 
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forty-foot dam. FiDy yards later, the first wretcher arrows 
met the charge. Those with shields raised them. Men and 
marikano cried out as arrows struck them, and some tum-
bled to the ground. The hail of arrows grew thicker. More 
soldiers fell and wailed, and those unscathed ran faster to-
ward the protection of the village.

In any other circumstance, the sight of the little log cabins 
of the village would have given Iko reason to despair. They 
were sad structures making their last stand against their 
inevitable dissolution. Their doorways twisted, their roofs 
sagged, and some had caved in entirely. But as the arrows 
fell upon the Guard’s heads, the little rotting buildings had 
become life itself.

The army reached the safety of the southernmost edge 
of the village. The cabins groaned, creaked, and cracked 
as the soldiers threw their bodies into them, but they re-
mained standing and stopped most of the wretcher arrows. 
Iko flattened his body against one cabin’s grimy logs. His 
deepest breaths could not assuage the strange combination 
of anxiety and exhaustion. He turned back toward the black 
sand plain and watched the last of the men and marikano 
arrive. Many bodies were slumped over in the sand to the 
south.

Iko’s throat tightened into a painful lump. He didn’t see 
Elex anywhere. 

When everyone was behind cover, the arrows from above 
relented.

Adair’s voice echoed through the village. “Alright. Nice 
and easy!”

Iko found himself amidst sudden, startling movement. As 
one, half of the soldiers lurched toward cabins a little clos-
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er to the dam. The wreg archers unleashed another volley 
of arrows. One marikano stumbled and caught an arrow 
through his neck. His rose-colored eyes dimmed, and his 
body crumpled. 

“Now’s us,” Essili said.
Iko beheld the dead marikano, then remembered Cas.
“Go!” Essili dashed out, and Iko joined the advance.
Arrows showered the soldiers  aDer a  few steps,  and 

screams filled the vale. Iko felt his hair tussled by one that 
came too close, but he reached his cabin without being 
struck.

“Archers hold and cover! And again, we go!”
Iko stepped out from behind cover, found a target atop 

the dam, and sent an arrow into the wreg. It tumbled over 
the parapet wall and landed in a heap below. The first wave 
advanced again. More arrows rose through the morning to 
meet the wretchers. The rest of the guardsmen emerged 
from behind the cabins and charged into the hail of arrows. 
Iko joined the sprint to the next set of cabins.

Another advance would bring them to the northernmost 
edge of the village. From there, twenty yards of sand would 
separate him from the dam. Yirectly before the advancing 
guardsmen, two towers protruded from the front of the 
western edge of the structure, and each extended two stories 
above the top of it. Each tower had a single narrow doorway 
on the ground level that provided access to the upper levels 
of the fortified dam. Either of these doors would do for Iko, 
but at the moment, wregs poured out of both of them. They 
came to stand behind a wall of shields.

“Wregs!” shouted the captain. “They are trying to thin us 
out. Watch your legs when they come.”
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Iko joined the other archers in shooting at the wregs 
congregating at the bottoms of the towers. Alas, their shield 
wall was well-formed. Few arrows found their marks as the 
wregs advanced toward the village. 

Blades rang out all  over the battlefield as the wregs’ 
shield-wall met the guardsmen and dispersed. The vale came 
alive with the sights and sounds of hand-to-hand combat. 
Iko, Essili, and the other guardsmen behind their cabin 
found themselves surrounded by a dozen of the inimical 
enemy. The little vermin repeatedly scampered close to stab 
and slice at the humans’ legs before springing to a distance. 
Two of the other guardsmen fell during the encounter. The 
scene was one of many like it throughout the village.

Iko  stepped  toward  one  of  the  wregs  and  drew  his 
sword. He sidestepped its weapon and kicked it onto its 
back. A swiD cut with Blessed Ember separated the wreg’s 
shield-wielding hand from its arm. The wreg cried out, and 
Iko silenced it with steel through its neck. Yark purplish 
blood spattered over the sand.

A soldier cried out, “The ukori are coming!”
Essili dispatched the last wreg behind their cabin and 

grabbed Iko by the shoulder. “Get to the back.”
Iko shook his head. “She’s right there!” 
“Uou’ll do her no good if you’re dead,” the captain said. 

“Uou can help us with your bow! Get to the back and help 
hold them long enough for Vhannus to get here.”

Iko relented and dashed across the village. The captain 
shouted orders to the rest of the Guard while Iko ran south-
ward. Arrows fell all around as Iko raced across the battle-
field. The soldiers’ expressions were grim as they abandoned 
the wounded to prepare for the ukori’s coming onslaught.
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Iko heard swords, axes, and spears crash against each oth-
er along the front line. ffikori screeched and bellowed, and 
men cried out in victory and in death. Iko leaped onto the 
nearest cabin and climbed to its roof. The structure buckled 
but held. He readied an arrow and scanned the battlefield 
for a target.

The scene was disheartening. The horde of ukori barreled 
through the Guard violently and effortlessly. They slashed 
and stabbed. They kicked, punched, and threw men out 
of their way. The wregs were reinvigorated as their larger 
counterparts overran the enemy, and they swarmed like an-
gry bees.

Iko had only shot two arrows when the Guard’s forces on 
the village’s eastern side started their retreat. Shortly, the 
guardsmen near the middle of the village retreated south-
ward, too. To the west, the Guard held a little longer where 
most of the marikano guardsmen had gathered. The big 
water breathers were able to go toe-to-toe with the ukori, 
but they soon pulled back, too.

The ukori continued their merciless push with startling 
e>ciency. The Guard’s retreat had been planned, but from 
the looks of it, they would not have been able to withstand 
the ukori if they had wanted to. If General Vhannus did not 
arrive soon, everyone would die.

Iko glanced southward, and his stomach knotted. The 
sandy flat plain was empty. Vhannus and his Portumnan 
warriors were nowhere to be seen. He feared the wretchers 
had outmaneuvered the general—that they had known about 
the second force and had sent their own to eliminate it. And 
without the Portumnans, there was no hope. The Praivun 
Alliance would achieve its victory.
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Iko would have to find his own way into the fortress.
By chance, he glimpsed a marikano dashing from the vil-

lage’s southern edge. A glint of golden eyes was enough for 
him to know that it was Nabi. She was running toward the 
shallow river that ran from the dam alongside the village. 
The river was still covered in the early morning shadow. In 
a flash, she disappeared beneath the peaceful waters. Then, 
a set of glowing orange eyes popped out of the water a little 
farther to the north—right behind the army of wretchers 
who had clobbered the Guard.

The river erupted. Out leaped hundreds of marikano of 
Lake Portumnus. General Vhannus cried out as he led the 
way out of the water with sword raised. He was quickly 
overtaken by eight trios of Night Warriors, who were faster 
than the rest. The elite marikano moved much as they had 
through the forest near the encampment, with their groups 
of three weaving in and out of each other with grace and 
precision. In unison, they raised their spears and, even as 
they moved in their serpentine patterns, threw them into 
the backs of the wretchers who had not yet noticed them. In 
an instant, the Praivuns’ forces were down by twenty-four 
ukori.

By the time the rest of the wretchers realized what had 
happened, the Night Warriors were upon them. The formi-
dable marikano continued to work e>ciently in their trios. 
They confounded and overwhelmed the wretchers. Even as 
they fought with their swords, they effortlessly hurled knives 
into the hearts and heads of ukori with whom they were not 
engaged. In those moments, they seemed invincible to Iko. 
That is, until he saw one of them struck with an arrow sent 
from the top of the dam. At once, the fallen Night Warrior’s 
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two partners ceased their fighting and dragged him back 
toward the river.

The fall of the Night Warrior did little to help the wretch-
ers since the rest of the Portumnans arrived while his com-
rades pulled him to safety. The Praivuns still held an ad-
vantage in numbers, but their response to the ambush was 
so disorganized and chaotic that it didn’t matter. As they 
frantically tried to repel the Portumnan fighters to their east, 
the now emboldened Guard to their south began their coun-
terattack. Iko leaped from his perch and joined in, quickly 
cutting down two flummoxed ukori. The wretchers fell by 
the dozen, and those who survived retreated toward the dam.

As the Guard and marikano overran the vermin, the scene 
in the village began to settle. But General Vhannus called out 
to let everyone know that their work was not finished. “To 
the towers! To the towers!” he cried. “We have them now!”



Chapter 29

T he Praivun Alliance retreated but was not ready to 
admit defeat.

Iko joined Captain Essili outside the entrance to the east-
ern tower. They both peered inside, where a staircase spi-
raled up the hollow tower for six stories. It looked as if most 
of the wretchers had escaped into the dam, but a dozen wreg 
archers were positioned on upper flights of the staircase. 
They screeched and taunted their enemy below. When the 
miscreants noticed Iko and Essili leaning into the tower, 
they unleashed a volley of arrows toward them. The men 
spun back through the door to safety.

A young red-haired soldier was the closest to the captain. 
“What’s it look like, Cap?” he asked.

“Like we can take it,” the captain said.
Swords rattled, and cheers broke out following the cap-

tain’s assessment.
Essili continued as the din quieted. “You’ll have to be 

patient. Their will isn’t broken just yet. We’ll need shields.”
Most of the rest of the Guard gathered in a forty-foot-wide 

space between the two towers. As far as Iko could tell, the 
wregs were too short to shoot at the ground directly below 
them without climbing atop the parapet wall. A couple of 
them tried to do so, but were quickly shot down by watchful 
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guardsmen. Thus, the men and marikano on the ground 
were protected from the few enemy archers still crawling 
around atop the dam. 

General Vhannus took charge of the Night Warriors and 
brought them into the western tower, leaving Essili and his 
men to take the eastern tower.

Over the next couple of minutes, the captain directed the 
soldiers with shields to try to take out the wregs in the 
eastern tower. They formed an impenetrable shield wall, 
behind which the archers entered the tower’s lowest level. 
Once inside, the archers took turns leaning out of the cover 
of the shields to shoot at the wregs overhead. It was a slow 
process, but it was effective and safe. None of the soldiers 
was struck during the maneuver, and slowly but surely, the 
disorganized gaggle of wregs overhead dwindled.

The soldiers waiting outside could not contain them-
selves, and they shouted and rattled their weapons as each 
enemy fell. They were exuberant as they watched the last of 
the Night Warriors enter the western tower. The end was 
near. Judging by the restless clatter, none wanted to be leH 
out of this rout.

That was why it was quite noticeable when the excited 
murmurs and shouts of the guardsmen suddenly dissipated. 
A moment of absolute silence was enough for Iko to turn 
around and investigate. fie Brst saw Essili, who, like every 
other man and marikano he could see, was staring toward 
the southern sky over the Vale of Ambrial. All their mouths 
were gaping. 

Iko hardly had time to guess what they were all looking 
at when the soldiers burst into a panicked mob. They cried 
out in fear and shoved past each other in search of cover. 
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Many fled into the two towers with little regard for the wreg 
archers overhead, while others retreated incautiously into 
the village. Many marikano dove into the nearby river.

There was only one thing that could evoke such fear. Iko 
knew what was happening. !ut he was nonetheless shocked 
to see a massive, winged form gliding silently toward the 
dam. Azoch had come for them.

The dragon’s white scales glinted in the morning light. 
She glided over the vale’s floor, kicking up sand as her limbs 
grazed the ground. She was lean for a dragon, sixty or sev-
enty feet long, and not at all like the old Mizur, whom Iko 
had feared in Jynsomn. The muscles beneath her lustrous, 
serpentine form rippled with every movement. She snapped 
her powerful jaws, revealing her innumerable dagger-like 
teeth. Two gnarled horns jutted from the back of her skull 
and extended several feet over her neck. The hollow gaze of 
her black eyes sent chills up Iko’s spine.

“ColorsF ColorsF” Adair ordered, panicked.
Soldiers raised the flags higher, but the dragon was not 

deterred by Adair’s colors this morning.
When Azoch reached the village, she ascended toward 

the top of the dam’s westernmost tower. The muscles along 
her back bulged as she flared her broad, leathery wings to 
slow her immense body. She reached for the tower, in which 
Vhannus and the Night Warriors remained, and pulled her-
self onto its corner. fier razor-sharp talons secured her to 
the structure’s brittle stonework, and she raised her head so 
that it was even with the pale green spire at its top. 

The dragon inspected the structure, then whipped her 
head into it, causing it to buckle and splinter. Seeming-
ly angry that the obstinate structure remained intact, she 
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reared her head back again. The second blow shattered the 
nearest corner of the spire, sending debris crashing to the 
ground. Azoch peered through the new opening and, aHer 
a moment of consideration, opened her mouth to spew a 
thick, colorless liquid into it. A rapid clicking began in the 
beast’s mouth, and Iko braced himself for what he knew was 
coming.

Azoch’s stream of venom ignited, and the resulting ex-
plosion was deafening. The vale shook as the western tower 
burst into a blinding inferno. Ulames burst out of every crack 
and hole to scorch all that was nearby.

Azoch ceased her Bring, but the blaze raged on. No voices 
called out from within the tower. The dragon had reduced 
the old General Vhannus and all the magniBcent Night War-
riors to lifeless ash in the blink of an eye.

Most of the Guard stood, pale as ghosts, paralyzed in 
dreadful awe of the terrible beast. !ut some fools were still 
breaking away to flee into the village and its little rotted 
cabins.

“Not into the villageF” Essili begged the fleeing soldiers. 
“Not into the villageF There is no hope for you thereF” 

fiis pleas fell on deaf ears. Those who had run from the 
dam did not turn back.

fiad Azoch’s Bre been inBnite, she may well have leaped to 
the eastern tower and Bred it, too. !ut as it was, there were 
precious few minutes before the dragon was ready to breathe 
Bre again. Like all dragons, her Bre venom was limited. AHer 
a burn as considerable as the one she had just conducted, 
she had most likely depleted her reserve of the incendiary 
fuel for the time being. Iko knew her body would replenish 
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it soon enough, but in the meantime, the soldiers had time 
to reach the dam’s interior.

The captain must have understood this, too. fie raised his 
sword toward the top of the tower. “—pF —pF —pF” he cried. 
“We’ve got to get inside before she’s got her flame backF”

The wretchers in the eastern tower had not fled from 
Azoch, and their arrows continued to fall upon the Guard. 
They must have known what Iko knew<that the men and 
marikano were vulnerable to dragon Bre as long as they 
were in the tower. If the Praivuns could keep the would-be 
invaders at bay long enough, the dragon would win the Bght 
for them.

Essili scowled at the archers who had huddled beneath 
cover. “Pick up your bows and clear these stairsF” he said.

Iko dropped his shield, nocked an arrow, and sent it into 
a wreg overhead. fie grabbed another arrow and looked for 
a target, but seeing a wreg aim at him, he spun out of the 
tower’s doorway. 

fiaving exhausted her flame but not her hatred, Azoch 
turned her attention to those who sought refuge within the 
dilapidated village. She unwound herself from the burning 
tower and glided southward, landing in their midst. The 
nearest cabin was helpless against her wrath, and a single 
swipe of her forelimb fractured it into a hundred pieces. Two 
sorry souls remained standing where the cabin had been. 
They tried to flee, but they were not nearly fast enough.

Azoch snapped forth like a viper, snatching one man in her 
jaws before he could take a step. fie flailed about futilely as 
the dragon tilted her head back and swallowed him whole. 
She took the other man into her hand and bashed him into 
the ground until his body was limp. Then she dropped him 
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in the sand, bloodied and lifeless. Ever unsatiated, Azoch 
turned her attention to a nearby group of soldiers who were 
fleeing southward. She lunged toward them. Their terriBed 
screams Blled the vale.

Iko turned away from the scene, and he noticed Essili was 
captivated by it. fie grabbed the captain’s sleeve. “No point 
in watching that, Captain Essili. The ukori have come back, 
and our men are retreating.” fie motioned to the staircase.

Overhead, the soldiers had already reached as high as 
three stories, just one story from the dam’s entrance, but 
their progress was stymied. A handful of ukori had come 
onto the stairs, and they stalked like wolves. They had yet 
to swing their swords, but their presence on the narrow 
stairway was enough to stop the soldiers from trying to go 
any farther. The men closest to them shouted for the soldiers 
behind them to back up while keeping their shields raised.

Iko observed the entrance to the fortiBed dam behind the 
ukori, and he knew Cas was just beyond it. fie charged into 
the mass of soldiers on the stairs, shoving his way forward.

Azoch roared. Iko heard her destroy another cabin. The 
sounds of her fury escaped no one’s notice.

Captain Essili yelled, “Press onF Uorward, boysF UorwardF 
We have to get insideF”

!ut he was not nearly loud enough to be heard over the 
chaos. 



Chapter 30

T he retreating guardsmen trembled,  and Iko burst 
through them. Blessed Ember glinted as it caught the 

light of the fire. Iko brought the sword into the neck of one 
of the stalking ukori with all his might. It happened too 
fast for the others to do anything about it, and Iko engaged 
another befuddled ukori while the first’s limp corpse fell to 
the ground.

The men and marikano behind Iko lurched forth. He’d 
shown them the ukori were not invincible.

The dam shuddered. Azoch had landed on it. It shook 
again, and Iko knew the dragon was trying to break the dam.

The Guard pushed toward the top of the stairs. A cloud of 
arrows rose from the archers below, and the ukori fell away. 
In a daze, Iko hacked through the enemy until he reached 
the entrance to the hallway inside the top of the dam that 
stretched from one side to the other. 

Golden beams of morning sunlight flowed through win-
dows on the right and a thin smog from the burning tower. 
Light also flowed in from a doorway immediately to Iko’s 
le—, where a short stairwell led outsideSto the top of the 
dam. To his dismay, wretchers were pouring into the hallway 
from rooms on the le—. Oome turned and fled from the 
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invaders. Wthers turned toward Iko. He readied his bloody 
sword as they approached.

The fortress groaned and cracked as the dragon’s assault 
continued. Oheets of water started coming out of the rooms 
behind the wretchers. It was not much, but it was enough 
for Iko to know the dam was compromised.

Then Iko heard screamsShuman screams. “omen. Girls. 
A flash of pale human skin caught his eye behind the wretch-
ers running toward him.

Iko ducked an ukori’s broadsword and brought Blessed 
Ember into the foe’s belly. 

!Help”x a woman called out.
Through the crowd of wretchers in front of him, Iko 

saw the prisonersSwomen and girls being carried over the 
shoulders of ukori toward the other side of the dam. He cut 
down a wreg in front of him, anBious to get closer. Cut the 
wretchers kept coming.

A bright blue dress appeared in the hallway, carried as 
the others were. The girl’s head hung so that her dark curls 
covered much of the ukori’s back.

!qasiena”x Iko yelled. He was propelled forward by an in-
human determination, only to find himself dodging another 
wreg’s sword. He Fuickly dispatched his foe.

qas’s head snapped up. Her eyes found Iko’s. !Nather”x she 
called in a frail voice. 

There was no other sound to Iko, even in the chaos.
!qas” I’m coming.x 
The young girl tried to say something else. Instead, she 

sobbed. Her face was dirty and gaunt, and her curls were 
matted. Ohe reached her bound hands toward her father and 
cried louder.
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The dam shook again. Azoch had moved. Ohe was on the 
eastern tower now, striking its top.

qas disappeared behind more wretchers. 
!Eo”x qas cried. !Nather, help” Help”x
!I’m coming, qas”x 
“ater suddenly gushed into the hallway between Iko and 

qas, knocking some of the wretchers to the ground. The dam 
was breaking.

qas disappeared from view.
!The walls are failing”x someone said behind Iko. It was 

qaptain jssili.
The last of the ukori charging the Guard took a spear to 

the chest.
The water rose to Iko’s shins.
Azoch struck the top of the tower again and roared.
jssili implored, !q’mon. “e’ve got to get out of here” This 

way.x 
He indicated a stairwell behind Iko through which sol-

diers were fleeing. Iko could only guess that it would take 
him to the top of the dam, behind its two towers and very 
near the forest in which he could hide from the dragon.

!I can’t leave her”x Iko said.
!Ourvive to save her another day,x jssili said. He nodded 

toward the gushing water and the countless wretchers flee-
ing on the other side of it. !There’s no hope for either of you 
that way.x 

Iko hated that the captain was right. He turned to follow 
the rest of the Guard.

A familiar cry stopped Iko’s eBit. He bolted back toward 
the tower. Nrom the entryway, he saw a chubby form drag-
ging a partially charred and faltering marikano up the spi-
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raling stairs a story below. It was jleB helping Eabi, who 
looked gravely inffiured. 

The tower’s roof shattered as Azoch finally drove through 
it. Oplinters, dust, and rubble rained down.

Iko dashed toward his friend.
!Iko”x jssili yelled.
jleB called out, !Help us, Iko” Help us”x 
Iko put Eabi’s heavy arm around his neck. Ohe was barely 

conscious. It took all of his strength and jleB’s to move the 
marikano with any speed. The steady flow of water rushing 
down the stairs made things still more diffcult.

Azoch’s head appeared in the bright blue sky overhead. 
Ohe opened her mouth and effiected her stinking venom into 
the tower. Iko and jleB were a few feet from the door when 
the dragon’s igniter sounded.

Click, click, click...
They leaped out of the tower. Nlames singed their backs as 

Azoch’s venom ignited. They hurried through the stairwell 
through which the others had escaped. As they climbed, 
heavy footsteps overhead told them Azoch was moving to-
ward the middle of the dam, closer to the gap she had already 
created. That would provide Iko and jleB with a chance to 
get Eabi to the trees without being noticed. The dragon 
began pounding on the structure again, screaming angrily.

A dry, cold breeze blew across the group from the eB-
pansive glassy lake on their right as they emerged atop the 
dam. They felt the heat of the burning towers on their le—. A 
few yards ahead lay mountain wilderness and steep slopes. 
qaptain jssili waited ffiust outside the stairwell’s eBit, and he 
instinctively grabbed Eabi, freeing Iko from the burden. 
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Iko looked back toward the dam while others fled toward 
the trees. He was aghast at how close he was to the great 
white dragon, who continued hammering the top of the dam 
with her horned head. A large piece of the fortified structure 
broke away, sending a heavy water flow and debris into the 
vale. Azoch relented, seemingly satisfied with her victory. 
Then, her cold, heartless gaze fell upon Iko. Ohe bellowed.

A voice boomed from the trees behind Iko. !Azoch”x
Iko knew the voice but could not place it.
!Azoch, I have come for your head”x
The dragon looked toward the voice, dropped to her fore-

limbs, and roared mightily. Ohe opened her mouth, and her 
ribs contracted as if she intended to release her fire venom, 
but it had not been long enough since the dragon’s last 
burn. “hat little venom she had regained sputtered and fell 
harmlessly a few feet in front of her.

Iko turned around. There at the edge of the trees, a small 
group of guardsmen stood with bows in hand. Their cloaks 
had been shed to reveal their white and purple tunics, and 
all of them wore gold and silver armor, which glistened in 
the early morning sunlight. Chal Adair stood at their center, 
staring unflinchingly at his foe. The lord raised his bow, 
and the rest of his group followed suit. He never appeared 
to Fuestion the power he held over the beastShe carried 
himself as if he knew Azoch would flee from him.

Cut this morning, she did not.
Azoch leaped into the air, glided over Iko, and landed in 

front of Adair. He panicked and hastily released his arrow. 
His men shot too. The arrows struck the dragon, and while 
a few penetrated her thick, scaly armor, none had any e6ect 
on her. In an instant, her ffiaws closed over the paralyzed Chal 
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Adair. Ohe shook him until she broke him. Then she dropped 
him carelessly onto the ground. He struck rock below with 
a sickening, helpless thud.

The men surrounding the lord scattered, and all the others 
who had stopped to watch Adair tame the beast fled into the 
mountain wilderness. The dragon roared and gave chase.

Iko dove into the freezing lake water and swam.



Chapter 31

A stumbling blue-eyed marikano almost knocked Elex 
over. Azoch shrieked somewhere behind him. Dying 

men shouted, and the air smelled of bile and fire. There was 
a dense forest to his right, but Elex chose the rocky crevasse 
to his lefl, into which half the Ieeing soldiers hid. pts rock 
walls were black and slick with dew, dotted with brilliant 
chartreuse moss. As he ran, the crevasse deeCened and grew 
wide enough for ten men standing shoulder-to-shoulder, but 
no one was standing now.

Trees crashed behind him as the dragon closed in on the 
army.

The crevasse forked, and half the soldiers went each way. 
pt forked again, and the soldiers sClit again.

Elex saw NaCtain Essili ahead, still hauling !abi, who was 
helCing herself along more than should have been exCected. 
They disaCCeared into the rock wall. 

A cave’ 
A few men dashed afler Essili. Elex followed suit.
pt was not so dark in the cave that one could not see at 

all. Enough daylight filtered in so that the men were ghostly 
blurs. Elexqs hand came against the rock, and he breathed 
in the damC air. Everyone gasCed for breath as Suietly as 
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they could. The dragon would Cass them soon, and their lives 
deCended on their silence.

There was a grunt and a gush. Homething sCattered on the 
Ioor. A man groaned and collaCsed.

“anging from Essiliqs  shoulder,  !abiqs  sagging head 
snaCCed uC. “er glowing golden eyes Cierced the darkness 
before them. O”ur enemy hides alongside us’F 

Elex saw the man crumCled on the ground. A Cool of blood 
exCanded beneath him.

Homething moved in the shadows deeCer inside the cave. 
ffeet Cattered. An arrow sliced Cast Elex and out of the caveqs 
entrance.

The  cave  shook.  Azoch  Curred.  Hhe  was  close.  Hhe 
searched and snijed the ground.

Elexqs eyes adWusted to the darkness, and he saw them. 
?regs. ffour of themB ffiveB !ot ten feet away. They did not 
move. They knew the cost of a sound, too. ”ne of them had 
a bow and readied another arrow.

The dragon neared.
Elex was uCon the wregs before they realized it. “is blade 

slid through the wreg archerqs chest. The wreg droCCed the 
bow and grasCed helClessly at the swordqs hilt. A miserable 
yelC caught the other wregsq attention. Elex withdrew his 
sword and raised it. The other wregs hissed as Elex kicked 
the bow away from his enemies.

Azoch bellowed outside the cave, drawing the attention of 
the wregs. The dragon had not noticed them yet. Everyone 
stayed silent.

Elex slowly steCCed back toward his allies, keeCing his 
sword raised the whole way. !one of the other wregs had a 
bow, so they were safer now.
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NaCtain Essili gently Claced !abi on the ground.
OThese three are the only ones p see,F !abi whisCered, 

wincing as she leaned against the rock.
Essili drew his sword. The other men followed his lead as 

Suietly as they could. There were seven of them. They would 
win this fight.

The dragon snorted outside. “er tree trunk legs Cassed in 
front of the cave. The footsteCs faded, and all in the cave 
carefully raised their swords.

Elex steCCed back, and the rest of the men aCCroached the 
wregs. The little wretchers came together, facing the men. 
They had no retreat. They had no hoCe. Elex thought it odd 
that they stayed so Suiet. They were dead whether or not 
they made a sound.

Essili hacked first, then the rest. Mefore any of the men 
delivered their third blow, it was over. The wregsq weaCons 
fell, and there were no other sounds.

pt was Suiet outside, exceCt for the wind howling through 
the rocks.

O?here have the rest of us goneBF Elex asked.
O?herever they could,F Essili said, out of breath. “e aC-

Croached the entrance of the cave and leaned out. OHheqs 
gone, p think.F

ODragons are cunning, NaCtain,F !abi said. Hhe struggled 
to her feet. “er lefl Cant leg was torn at the thigh, and she 
had a cut on her leg, but otherwise was uninWured. That 
surCrised Elex, given how helCless she had been when theyqd 
ascended the tower. “e surmised sheqd taken a blow to the 
head.

Op say we stay Cut for a while,F said one of the men in the 
cave. OLight be a traC from her.F
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OLaybe,F the caCtain mumbled. OMut there are Clenty of 
others to chase.F

OThis makes no sense,F !abi said. O?e raised our colors. 
“ave we not deterred her in the Cast with our colorsBF

O?e have,F the caCtain said. The light from outside il-
luminated exactly half of his face. Op... p donqt know what 
haCCened.F

OAnd ffiord Adair,F one of the men said.
Essili grimaced.
OHhe didnqt care at all. p donqt understand. p thought she 

was scared of us. ”f him’F
O?hat of my wife, NaCtainBF another said. Ops Azoch on to 

pvory NityB ?e need to get back there, donqt you thinkBF 
OThey  have  dragon-killer  at  Dunbardin,F  Essili  said. 

OTheyqll be alright.F
ODidnqt stoC her from eatinq Adair,F another man said.
Essili shook his head. O“e didnqt have it with him.F
O?hat’ ?hyBF
Another man answered imCatiently. O“e wouldnqt leave 

the women and children without the Coison, psan.F 
OMut the colors have always been enough,F !abi said. Hhe 

was still in disbelief.
OHhe knew he was bluGng,F psan said. OHhe knew he didnqt 

have it.F
Essili scojed indignantly. O“ow would she have known 

thatBF
Elex suddenly remembered pko, and the conversation fad-

ed from his awareness. “e came to the cave entrance, leaned 
out, and looked toward the dam. “e heard nothing, and he 
saw nothing but wet rock and moss. “e had seen pko behind 
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Azoch when she had charged. “e was Crobably alright, but 
Elex needed to make sure. “e steCCed into the crevasse.

O“ey’F Essili said. O?here are you goingBF
OTo find pko,F Elex said. O“eqs still back there.F
O?hy donqt you stay, huhBF the caCtain said. O—ive it a few 

minutes. “e can take care of himself.F
Mefore Elex could Crotest, a cough from the darkness star-

tled the men in the cave. pt was one of the wregs, not Suite 
dead.

Offinish the beast oj’F psan said.
Two men rushed toward the wreg.
O?ait’F !abi said. Hhe limCed Cast the men and kicked 

the weaCon from the helCless wregqs hand. Hhe came to 
her knees in front of the foe, and her glowing golden eyes 
illuminated the wregqs face. “e Ceered at her and coughed 
again, then he said something.

O?hat are you doingBF Essili said.
ODo you not want to know why they want to kill usBF !abi 

said.
Elex remembered !abi could sCeak to wretchers.
The marikano sCoke in the wretcher tonguePthat ca-

coChony of grunts and syllables with too few vowels.
The wreg had not exCected that but resConded with gur-

gles and groans of its own.
O“e calls us interloCers,F !abi said.
OpnterPwhatBF Elex said.
Opnvaders,F Essili said. “e asked !abi, OThatqs what this is 

all about, is itB ?hy do they think we are interloCersBF
!abi asked the Suestion, and the wreg screeched in re-

sConse.
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!abi translated. O“e says the land we occuCy has been set 
aside by the ffiord Vraivus for the devoted. “e says...F !abi let 
the wreg sCeak a little more. O?e defile it with our Cresence, 
and we must be driven out.F

OTyel YalleyB ?hat gives them that ideaBF Essili asked 
sardonically.

OVraivus told them,F !abi said.
Essili laughed. OTell him Vraivus is mistaken.F 
The struggling wreg and !abi conversed.
O“e says we stand against a god,F !abi said. Opf we do 

not leave now, we will be destroyed. ”nce the devoted con-
summate their covenant, Azoch will serve Vraivus, and the 
devoted will enWoy her Crotection.F

OVrotection by a dragonBF Essili asked, amused. O?hat 
sort of consummation does that reSuireBF

!abi asked.
The wreg cackled.
O“e says they will consummate before the... p donqt know 

this word...  CerhaCs he means equinoxB They will  ojer 
Vraivusq gifl to Azoch.F 

”n a hunch, Elex steCCed forward. O“e means the Vraivun 
LoonB The next full moonBF 

!abi asked for clarification. O<es. The full moon.F
OThey are going to feed the girls to the dragonBF Elex 

asked.
!abi tilted her head, unsure what to make of the Suestion. 

Hhe asked the wreg anyway.
The wreg eyed Elex and said something.
O“e wants to know how you know that,F !abi said. O“e 

wants to know if Vraivus has sCoken to you.F 
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Elex ignored the nonsensical suggestion. OThatqs when 
they usually ojer the girls to Vraivus by throwing them in 
lava or burning them. p suCCose theyqll be giving them to a 
dragon this time.F

!abi continued to translate. O“e reCeats that we are 
doomed. Too many of his comCatriots survived this morn-
ing. ?e are... the damned. ?e are doomed to death and 
enslavement in the aflerlife until our light is extinguished 
forever. Vraivus has sCoken this. pt was Vraivus who told 
them where this Caradise would be. pt was Vraivus who 
told them about us, the interloCers. Did we notice that the 
dragon chose to chase us, the interloCersB The dragon did 
not Cursue the devoted. ffleeing from the sacred valley will 
save us much Cain.F

Op think pqve heard enough,F Essili said.
!abi agreed coldly. Op do think he has outlived his useful-

ness.F
Essili CromCtly drove his sword through the bottom of the 

wregqs neck and twisted it.
OpsanBF the caCtain asked, withdrawing his blade coolly.
O<esBF
O<ou and Meiva will follow the wretchers,F Essili said. 

OTrack them from a distance and be careful. ?hen theyqve 
settled somewhere, make haste back to pvory Nity to let us 
know where they are.F

O<es, sir.F
OThe rest of us will sClit into Cairs and return to pvory Nity 

by dijerent Caths. ?eqll have to tell the Wustices what has 
haCCened here and that a sizable contingent of the wretcher 
army remains at large.F

Opqm not going back until p find pko,F Elex said.
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Essili wiCed the wregqs blood from the sword with the 
bottom of his shirt. “e slid the blade into its sheath and 
steCCed toward the daylight. O<ou will be with me,F he said. 
O?e will find pko, then we go.F 

Elex nodded.
The caCtain looked at the men in the cave one at a time, 

and each aGrmed his orders with a nod. OAlright,F he said. 
Offietqs get to it.F



Chapter 32

I ko kicked hard and broke through the water’s surface. He 
drew in a deep breath and prepared to go under again, 

but when he heard Azoch roar from farther away than he’d 
feared, he treaded water instead. 

He sloshed in a circle, surveying the lake’s shoreline. To 
the west, he saw the rocky outcrops and forest into which 
the surviving guardsmen had fled. To the east were the dense 
woodlands into which the wretchers had disappeared with 
Cas. He might have swum across the lake to follow them had 
the current not started pulling him toward the gap Azoch 
had created in the dam. It threatened to carry him over the 
edge to his death if he tried to cross it, so he swam in the 
opposite direction. 

He reached the shoreline and collapsed face-first, shiver-
ing and breathing in the rich, stinking mud. The fight, flight 
up the stairs, and swim had leB him weak, and he embraced 
the momentary respite. —ut it would not last. He couldn’t 
hesitate if he wanted to take advantage of what may have 
been his best chance yet to save Cas.

He was still hopelessly outnumbered, but the wretchers 
were, in all likelihood, going to be reeling from the crushing 
loss of their fortress and soldiers for the foreseeable future. 
They’d be disorganized and scattered, and Iko doubted their 



FEAR OF THE SKY 219

top priority would be keeping their prisoners secure. He 
was confident he could track them without being seen in 
the mountains. If he were careful and patient, he’d have an 
opportunity to sneak her away without coming to blows with 
anySor manySof the wretchers.

Iko rolled over, sat up, and reached for his leather canteen. 
The lake water was cold and clean, and he needed to have 
enough to drink for the trek ahead. He dipped the canteen 
into the lake, and bubbles gurgled to the surface as it filled. 

Azoch roared again, farther away this time. Etill, Iko 
turned toward it out of instinct. —ut instead of the dragon, 
he saw xle“ and xssili approaching him from the outcrops. 
Iko stood and fastened his canteen to his belt. 

”Thank goodness,J xle“ said, hurrying forth. ”I was really 
worried.J

”I’m fine,J Iko said. ”Yust wet and cold.J
”—etter than dead,J xssili said. ”Come on. —est get back 

into the trees before the dragon takes flight.J
Iko indicated the other shoreline and said, ”I think this is 

where our ways part, Captain.J
xssili followed Iko’s eyes to where the wretchers had dis-

appeared into the trees, only then seeming to understand 
what he’d meant. ”Wou don’t need to do that, Iko. !e can 
still help you.J

Iko gritted his teeth and pointed across the water. ”Ehe’s 
right there? I’ll make the most of what’s happened here. Take 
advantage of the time the wretchers will need to regroup.J

”It’s too great a risk to go alone,J xssili said. 
Iko looked toward the vale and the bloody bodies that 

littered it. ”A greater risk than trying that again with youNJ
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xssili grew stern, and he stood tall. ”!e had the advantage 
until the dragon showed up, if you remember. !e will gain 
it again.J

”!ithout  the  Vight  !arriorsNJ  Iko  asked.  ”!ithout 
Lhannus or jord AdairN !hat if the dragon comes againNJ

”!e’ll have the dragon-killer ne“t time,J xssili said. 
Iko’s eyes narrowed. He was in disbelief when he realized 

what he’d ffust heard. ”He didn’t have it with himNJ
xssili shook his head. ”Vo.J
Iko stepped toward the captain. ”!e engaged in open 

warfare beneath a dragon’s sky, and you didn’t bring the one 
thing we have to protect us from a dragonNJ

”Azoch has never approached our colors,J xssili said. 
”xver. I don’t know why they didn’t work this morning. 
Eomething’s changed.J

Iko had doubted xssili and the Anuthurians before, but 
now, he felt betrayed. They’d knowingly leB him defenseless 
beneath a dragon’s sky without telling him, and he’d nearly 
paid the price for it. 

xssili looked to the mud and brought his hand to his 
forehead. ”jook, you don’t need to go oP and get yourself 
killed. And your bow could mean much to us in the ne“t 
fight. Come back with us.J

”!hy in the world would I trust you againNJ Iko asked. 
”Wour father trusted me,J xssili said. 
Iko gritted his teeth. ”That hardly helps your case.J
”!hyNJ xssili asked. ”It must mean something.J
”—ecause dragging him into your fight got him killed,J Iko 

snarled. ”Yust like you almost got me killed.J
”Dragging himNJ Confusion flashed across xssili’s face. 

”Vo one dragged Yona Dhainor anywhere.J
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Iko raised a finger in accusation. ”Wou took advantage of 
himSused him for his skill with a blade. Wou didn’t care 
about him. About his family.J

”That’s not true,J xssili shook his head. ”That’s ffust not 
true. Iko, your father was our heart. qon’t you know thatN 
Eteady and certain. !arm and reassuring to the weakest 
of us. —etter if it had been me than him who fell, and I’m 
not the only one who felt that way.J xssili thought before 
continuing. ”And might I add that he willed us to victory 
more than once, ffust as you did when you charged up those 
stairs and pushed the ukori back. I know what’s in your 
blood, Iko. I saw it in him, and now, I’ve seen it in you. Come 
back with us. Help us, and let us help you.J

Iko’s throat tightened, and he came to the edge of tears 
when he heard his father admired in such a way. —ut it was 
coming from the mouth of one of the very heathens who had 
gotten him killed, and Iko didn’t know how to make sense of 
it.

Iko suddenly wanted nothing more than to flee from xs-
sili’s Muestions and claimsSto retreat into something more 
familiar. ffiore importantly, he wanted to go to Cas. He 
shook his head and said, ”I didn’t charge up that tower for 
you.J He looked toward xle“. ”jet’s go.J Then he turned and 
started walking along the shoreline. 

—ut aBer a few steps, he realized he was walking alone. 
He turned around to find xle“ still standing ne“t to xssili. 
His friend’s cheeks were pink, and his eyes were full of what 
may have been mistaken for anger by anyone else. —ut Iko 
knew that look on xle“Sfear. xle“ had always been afraid 
of disagreement, even with Iko. 
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”Iko,J xle“ said. ”I think we should go back to Ivory City 
with the captain.J

Iko stepped back toward the pair of men. ”This is our 
chance to get Cas back.J

”I’m not sure our chances are really better that way,J xle“ 
said. ”And I won’t until I hear Ivory City’s plans aBer what’s 
happened this morning. qon’t you think we owe it to Cas to 
hear them outNJ

”They’ve shown me enough,J Iko said. ”!e can’t give the 
Draivun Alliance more time to reorganize.J

”And what about all the people in Ivory CityNJ xle“ asked. 
”!e could help them. !e should, shouldn’t weN xspecially 
aBer today. They could certainly use you.J

Iko scoPed. ”I doubt a few of my arrows will make any 
diPerence.J He raised his chin. ”Are you saying you won’t 
come with meNJ

xle“ shook his head. ”Vo. I’m begging you not to make 
me.J

Dart of Iko was angrySin disbelief that xle“ would chal-
lenge him at such a critical moment. —ut he also knew his 
friend was probably right. !hy did that bother him so muchN 
!hy was it so diFcult to admit the Anuthurians could prob-
ably come up with a better plan than his going aBer Cas 
aloneN That helping them fight the wretchers was a noble 
thing to doN

”The dragon-killer could make all the diPerence, don’t 
you thinkNJ xle“ said. ”Captain thinks we might even use it 
to kill Azoch before we attack again. That would give us a 
fighting chance to save Cas and Ivory City.J

Iko asked xssili, ”Wou are confident we’ll be able to use the 
poisonNJ
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”It’ll be up to the ffustices,J xssili said. ”—ut I can’t imagine 
them denying it with Ivory City’s very e“istence on the line. 
Eo, yes. I believe we will have it.J

Iko finally relented. ”Oine. I’ll hear your plan,J he said. 
”Oor xle“’s sake and none other.J He looked to xle“. ”If it 
does not satisfy me, will you come back with meNJ

xle“ rela“ed and nodded. ”<f course.J
”Then let us make haste,J Iko said, walking toward the 

outcrops without making eye contact with the captain. ”ffiy 
daughter’s life depends on it.J



Chapter 33

I t was a quiet morning at Dunbardin Castle. Angst held 
most of the people’s tongues. Everyone knew the fight at 

Ambrial must have been over, and now they had to wait until 
at least nightfall before any sort of report came to them. Had 
they decimated the Praivun Alliance? Had they forced them 
to retreat into the mountains for good? Or was the wretcher 
army marching toward Ivory City this very moment, bent 
on its destruction? These questions remained on almost 
everyone’s mind.

Given the circumstances, there was little on the official 
agenda today. Zerah passed the time by reading in the main 
courtyard, her favorite place in Dunbardin. Usually, the col-
orful floral arrangements, their sweet fragrance, and the old 
mottled sycamores made it easier to escape from the stresses 
of castle life. Still, this morning, even with the cheerful ser-
enade of wrens and robins who called the courtyard home, 
Zerah’s thoughts remained on Ambrial. It was not because 
she was particularly worried about the Guard’s chances, 
but because she was anxious to begin her search for an 
arcanotaur. The sooner the Praivun Alliance was defeated, 
the sooner she could get her hands on more dragon-killer 
poison, and the sooner Azoch would be dead.
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A sudden tremor took Zerah’s mind away from the page in 
front of her. The birds stopped singing. There was another 
tremor, and the birds rose from the courtyard’s trees in 
unison.

Makus stood from his respite against a sycamore, sensing 
something out of the ordinary.

A deep roar reverberated through Ivory City. There was a 
dragon nearby.

Shouts echoed through the castle. Zerah was on her feet. 
There was an explosion. The voices blended together and 
swelled into a panicked chorus. Zerah sprinted across the 
courtyard with Makus at her side. Overhead, the dragon 
appeared and swooped low, dropping a line of her venom 
and igniting the end of it to send half the courtyard up in 
flames.

Zerah reached the doorway as Azoch circled for another 
pass. Bhal Adair’s poison was in his chamber, and she or 
Campo had to authorize its use. She bolted up the stairwell.

Excitement overtook Zerah, and she grew eager. Azoch 
had made a miscalculation, and she would pay for it with her 
life. This was the opportunity Zerah had been waiting for. A 
single thought consumed her—kill the dragon.

There was more shouting, and Dunbardin Castle shook. 
The dragon had landed.

“Underground!” someone shouted behind Zerah. “Get un-
derground where she can’t reach you!”

“Have we got any arrows up here? A bow?” Zerah asked, 
already out of breath from the sprint up the stairs.

“Lord Adair always keeps a bow and full quiver near his 
wardrobe,” Makus answered.
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There was no one but the usual guards in the hallway at 
the top of the stairs. They were hurrying from window to 
window as if they were trying to figure out what was going 
on. Makus and Zerah entered Adair’s room. 

In the middle of the back wall, alone upon a little table, 
was a small but ornately decorated wooden box. Golden 
trim along the box’s top shimmered. Its sides were engraved 
with line aRer line of elegant foreign writing, and on its 
top was an intricately detailed engraving of a landscape full 
of foreign trees and animals. It was a beautiful display of 
craRsmanship, but burn marks and deep gashes marred it.

“Get the arrows!” Zerah commanded Makus as she came 
to the box.

The dragon was in the courtyard.
Campo entered with Qeya. “Nuickly, Zerah. Nuickly!”
Zerah unlatched the box, and when she looked inside, she 

gasped.
Makus arrived with the arrows. Wot understanding Zer-

ah’s paralysis, he placed them at her breast. “Here!”
Zerah paid them no mind.
“On with it now!” Campo said.
Zerah spun around, eyes full of fear.
“;hat’s wrong?” Campo asked. “;hat are you waiting 

for?”
“It’s gone,” Zerah said. “The poison is gone!”



Part Three: New Moon

The One Who Speaks as Interpreted by the Silent 
Seer Velia Amenini

I chose my servants wisely. The wretchers reacted to my 
imitation of Praivus as I’d hoped. They failed to destroy 
Ivory City, but in the end, I found another way, and I can 
still make use of their zealotry and power. That woman, 
Dori, proved useful too, despite revealing more about me to 
the other mortals than I had asked. She trembled before my 
dragon, as she should have, but in the end, she delivered the 
necessary message to Azoch regarding the poison. 

My most potent servant is Makus. His part has yet to come 
to fruition, but it is critical for the restoration of my order. 
He is further from me than I would prefer, but he is coming 
closer. With continued attention, he will soon be entirely 
within my grasp, and I will end the threat of Ivory City once 
and for all. 





Chapter 34

T hunder rolled across the plain south of Ivory City, 
greeting Iko, Elex, and Essili as they emerged from the 

forest. None said a word, but each froze and stood in awe of 
the scene across the field. Less than a mile away, Ivory City 
smoldered in the night. The scent of burned wood washed 
over the men, carried on the gales of the impending storm. A 
lightning flash revealed a skyline nothing like what the men 
had leP a couple of days earlier. Wieces of the wall were gone, 
and what should have been the neat geometry of houses and 
eateries was now an amorphous pile of rubble. 'hen the 
lightning flashed again, Iko saw the castle“s silhouette. At 
least a couple of its towers were gone.

?'as it the Wraivun Alliance”’ Elex finally asked.
?'retchers didnDt knock down HunbardinDs towers,’ Iko 

said.
Essili hung his head and groaned. ?jow can this be”’
Iko had simmered over EssiliDs invocation of his father 

since  Ambrial  and hadnDt  spoken to  him at  all  during 
the Bourney back to Ivory City. -ut the sight of EssiliDs 
silent shock as he beheld what remained of the city was 
heartFwrenching. 

Essili started silently across the plain, and Elex and Iko 
followed. They crossed into the city where part of the defenF
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sive wall was missing, no sign of it anywhere in sight. As if 
it had been liPed into the sky and carried elsewhere. Inside, 
the city looked as one would have expected aPer a prolonged 
siege by a dragon. Nothing remained standing save for a few 
old stone buildings, and most of them had holes in them 
or entire walls missing. Rire still burned upon many of the 
heaps of debris, though the flames waned. qain from the 
coming storm would probably —uench them.

It was strange that there were no bodiesJat least none 
that were discernible. This briefly gave Iko hope that most 
of Ivory CityDs residents had miraculously escaped, but then 
he realized they had probably been hiding in their houses, 
huddled together as if it would save them. 'here else would 
they have gone when Azoch had attacked” They were probF
ably burned and buried under the rubble. je thought of Cas. 
jow many boys and girls her age were among the dead” 

A tear rolled down IkoDs cheek. ?'hat hope did they have, 
Captain” Ho you think any escaped”’

Essili looked over his shoulder, eyes also glistening with 
tears. je pressed his lips together and shook his head as if 
to say he wasnDt sure.

The sickening sense of imminent doom arose in Iko again. 
je hadnDt felt it since the rush of hope that had come with 
uncovering the dragonFkillerDs secret. -ut now that sense of 
hope had burned away, and Iko remembered how heDd felt in 
Mynsomn aPer Uizur had killed a —uarter of its residents. 

?'e should go to Hunbardin,’ Essili said. ?There are safeF
rooms there. 8nderground saferooms with tunnels to the 
mountains. Everyone might be gone by now, but itDll be a 
start.’
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Iko assumed this didnDt help CasDs chances. -ut most of 
the surviving soldiers from Ambrial wouldnDt have been here 
when Azoch came. Uaybe there were still ade—uate numbers 
to conduct another assault. -ut what of the dragonFkiller” 
jad the Bustices wasted it” Lost it” jad it not worked” je 
would have to wait to find out. je silently followed Captain 
-ane Essili through what remained of Ivory City.



Chapter 35

Z erah lay in the corner of a room big enough for a couple 
of hundred people, deep beneath Dunbardin Castle. 

It was a pity there were fewer than forty inside. Currently, 
it was completely dark except for the candelabra upon the 
chalky flagstone floor on the other side of the room near 
the entrance. There, two guardsmen in the room kept watch, 
whispering so that everyone else could sleep.

Sleep. There was no hope of it for Zerah. Tired as her 
body was, there was no slowing her mind. Over and over, 
she recalled the locations of the thinnest scales on a dragon. 
Beneath the wings. The underside of the jaw. Bhal Adair 
had gotten an arrow beneath Turakis’ leJ arm. -ust an inch 
or two of penetration into his flesh had been enough. The 
dragon had succumbed to the poison within a minute or 
two. 

If she killed an arcanotaur, she would have plenty of dragz
onzkiller. Swords and spears laced with the poison would be 
easier to get through A?och’s scales than arrows, but how 
would she get close enough to A?och to use themM The Order 
of fiatara was said to have lit ;res late at night to attract 
dragons and attempt to communicate with themF perhaps 
that was the best way. She could hide in a tree line and 
wait for a dragon to come and investigate a ;re she’d built. 
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Another option would be to go to A?och’s nesting site in 
the east. Zerah had never been there but understood it to be 
atop a peak near what had once been Paluni Outpost. But 
that would mean crossing the fiultus Hlains and plenty of 
wretcherzinfested woodlands. The ;re would be preferable.

A clatter near the door drew Zerah’s attention. One of 
the guardsmen shot up and drew his sword. “is head nearly 
struck the low brick ceiling. The second guardsman stood 
too, albeit less gracefully. “is armor rattled as he worked his 
sword free.

The ;rst guardsman relaxed, observing the entryway. 
”Thank our maker,E he said, raising his free hand to his 
heart. ”I thought you was an ukori, Captain qssili.E

The name brought Zerah into a seated position.
There was a subdued exchange she couldn’t Wuite hear, 

and a couple of other ;gures entered behind the familiar 
silhouette of qssili.

”ffhat has happened here, ladME the captain asked.
”-ust what it looks like, sir,E the guardsman said. ”A?och 

was at it all day.E
”And what of the poisonME qssili asked. ”Did we miss our 

shotsME
Zerah stood and tiptoed over a couple of sleeping townsz

folk between her and the doorway.
”I... I don’t know, sir,E the guardsman said. ”“aven’t heard. 

It would seem that way, wouldn’t itME
”It would,E Zerah said, drawing the attention of the ;ve 

men. She recogni?ed that the two men with the captain were 
the qkarians, Iko and qlex. ffhen she reached the group, she 
indicated the candelabra. ”fiay IME she asked the guardsz
men.
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”Of course.E
”Pind -ustice Campo,E she said to the second guardsman 

as she bent and retrieved one of the lit candles.
”I think he’s asleep, -ustice,E the man said.
”Then wake him. Tell him Captain qssili has arrived.E
The man disappeared into the darkness.
She led qssili, Iko, and qlex across the room to a long 

wooden table with benches for seats. There, she lit another 
candle in the middle of the table.

qssili could barely contain his Wuestion as he took his seat 
opposite Zerah. ”ffhat happened?E he asked, his eGort to 
whisper betrayed by his angst.

Zerah leaned forward, both elbows on the table and forez
head resting in her hands. ”She came this morning,E she said 
without picking up her head, ”and the poison was gone.E

”LoneME qssili asked.
”Lone.E Zerah wrapped her unusually untidy hair over her 

shoulder. Smudges of soot and bloody scratches covered her 
face, and her eyes were swollen from crying. ”The rest of 
the day was straight out of the pages of history, when the 
dragons ;rst came. ffe ran and hid. Some people came here, 
and we sent many of them into the mountains through the 
escape tunnel. Then A?och found the other end of it, and...E 
She flipped her hands up as if in surrender. ”ffe’ve been here 
since.E

There was a long moment of silence before qssili asked, 
”And you know what happened at AmbrialM ffhat happened 
to Nord AdairME

Zerah nodded somberly. ”Uabi arrived a couple of hours 
ago and told us.E

”Uabi is hereME qssili asked.
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”Sleeping now, I’m sure.E
”ffho elseME
”At last count, there were one hundred and sixty guardsz

men here,E Zerah said. ”ffe’ve positioned them throughout 
the safest spots of the castle to keep watch. Seems you were 
among the last who survived to make it back.E

qssili perked up. ”That’s far more than I thought would 
make it back alive. I have to assume there are a few still 
to come from the Larans. Some will have traveled with 
caution.E

”That’s good news,E Zerah said.
qssili scanned the room and rubbed his chin. ”It’s Wuite a 

coincidence.E “is eyes were full of suspicion. ”A?och shows 
up for our ;ght, then destroys the city right aJer the dragz
onzkiller goes missingME

”fiissing,E Zerah said, ”or Nord Adair took it with him 
and didn’t tell anyone. qither way, I agree that the timing is 
rather unfortunate.E

qssili dismissed the suggestion with a Wuick head shake. 
”I don’t believe he had it on him. I saw what happened to 
him. And some of his arrows found their mark.E

Zerah shrugged. ”ffe’ve got a couple of other theories, but 
we’ve not had the luxury of an investigation. Doesn’t make 
much diGerence now, anyway.E

”Vnderstandable. “ow many made it outME 
”ffe don’t know. ffe may have sent a couple hundred out 

of here before A?och stopped us.E
qlex gasped audibly, and Zerah understood why. Of the 

two thousand residents of Ivory City, they knew of the 
wellzbeing of just a couple hundred, plus the guardsmen 
who’d come back from Ambrial. There were probably plenty 
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more who had survived, but the lack of certainty was unsetz
tling. She tried to oGer a little hope. ”I’m sure there were 
plenty who made it to the mountains the usual way. And 
the marikano could have used the canals to escape into the 
river.E 

—al Campo’s gangly form crept out of the shadow. ”I 
do hope you’ve not started without me,E he said seriously. 
“e was still drowsy from his slumber, and his eyes were 
halfzclosed.

”Uothing you don’t already know,E Zerah said as Campo 
took his seat beside her.

”ffhat do we do nowME qssili asked, glancing at the two 
justices.

Campo held up his hand as if to slow qssili down. ”Do we 
know where the remaining Hraivun Alliance have goneM And 
how many are leJME

”A couple of hundred, maybe. It’s hard to say,E qssili said. 
”A lot was going on when they withdrew. And we don’t know 
where they are, but I’ve got a pair of my best men tracking 
them, so we should have an idea soon. If we have a couple 
of swords to spare, I’d like to post some sentries along the 
tree line so they know we are here when they come and see 
what’s happened.E 

”ffe’ll see to it when the sun rises,E Campo said. ”In the 
meantime, we need to dig in. Hrepare ourselves for an attack 
from the wretchers.E

”Dig inME qssili asked. ”ffe have more than enough to 
make another run at them, especially since most of their 
remaining numbers are probably wregs. The loss of ukori 
during the Uight ffarrior charge may have leJ the vermin 
mortally woundedYunable to repel an eWual number of men 
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and marikano. And they mean to feed our women to the 
dragon under the full moon, so it would be best for us to take 
the initiative.E

”>ou want to attack againME Campo asked. ”AJer what 
happened at AmbrialM I can’t allow that, Captain. A?och 
won’t allow it.E

”There are ways to ;ght beneath a dragon’s sky,E qssili 
said. ”And if we do, I have little doubt we will overrun them.E

”Too risky,E Campo said. ”This isn’t like ;ghting a few 
do?en fiatarans during your youth. >ou can’t start a ;ght 
in the open without the dragon noticing. I thought you’d 
learned that at Ambrial.E

qssili didn’t respond.
”It would be diGerent if we could acWuire some dragz

onzkiller,E Zerah said. ”ffe could send an expedition to 
Lodskeep, andYE 

”LodskeepME Campo scoGed. ”ffe could have an army of 
wretchers on our doorstep at any moment, and you want me 
to send any of the remaining soldiers I have to GodskeepME

Zerah started, ”But if we have the dragonzkillerYE 
”I won’t spare swords for your guesswork and personal 

vendetta,E Campo snapped.
The comment leJ Zerah’s mouth gaping. She hated that 

Campo had all the power. She hated the fact that she’d 
authored the rules that had given him all the power.

”Our goal right now is to survive,E Campo said. ”ffe can 
evade A?och down here and in the caves. ffe will arrange our 
defenses against the Hraivuns accordingly.E “e crossed his 
arms, and his head snapped back and forth between qssili 
and Zerah in a manner that reminded her of a li?ard. AJer 
a moment, he acknowledged Iko and qlex for the ;rst time. 
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”And who are these twoM ffhat place do they have at this 
tableME

A harsh glare came across Iko’s face. “e prompted qlex oG 
the bench with a pat on the shoulder. ”C’mon. Net’s get some 
sleep.E And the two walked away from the table without 
saying another word.



Chapter 36

T he northernmost turret of Dunbardin Castle had al-
ways been Makus’s favorite place to watch the sunrise. 

The view of the mountains to the east was unobstructed. 
This morning, the sky was a watery pink, streaked with or-
ange and purple clouds. The storms that had blown through 
overnight had brought cooler, drier air. When the sun came, 
it bathed Tyel Valley in its warm, gentle light, and the riv-
er shimmered. Mornings like this one had always stilled 
Makus, making him feel comfortingly insignificant.

But this morning did not. The sunrise had barely regis-
tered with him. His mind was elsewhere—on The One Who 
Speaks.

Makus was convinced that Dori Felsmit had taken Adair’s 
dragon-killer, and that Speaks had told her to do it. She 
had been caught right outside the Lord’s room just a few 
nights earlier, aqer all, and as far as Makus knew, there had 
been no other unusual visitors to that part of the castle. He 
suspected that the god’s grand plan had reZuired the poison 
to be destroyed, just as it had reZuired zerah’s scale to be 
destroyed, for reasons beyond the understanding of mortals. 
But Speaks’ plan had almost certainly been upended when 
AIoch had raIed ?vory City. There was no proselytiIing to 
the people if they were all dead. So why had Speaks not 
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responded to Makus since the dragon had attackedE Why 
had the god not let him in on what would need to be done to 
rectify the situationE Was Makus no longer worthyE Was he 
not neededE Had he failed Speaks in some way he was too 
blind to seeE

These Zuestions and many others swam unceasingly in 
Makus’s head. There was no controlling them. They gnawed 
at his soul. He began to perspire, and his pulse Zuickened. 
The thoughts came faster, and the Zuestions multiplied. 
:ventually, they reached a crescendo, and Makus may or may 
not have cried aloudx Where is The One Who Speaks!

That all-consuming Zuestion was propelled to the fore-
front of Makus’s mind by an insatiable thirst for contact with 
Speaks. Makus was hollow—dying—as long as the god evad-
ed him. The energy drained from his efltremities, paralyIing 
him and keeping a5ame his desire for the soothing energy 
that accompanied the god. His desire was to be in union with 
Speaks, and everything else mattered less with each passing 
moment.

Then, without a discernible cause, the desire faded to a 
manageable level.

Makus beheld the ruined city below, having forgotten 
about it for a short while. There was no more fire nor smoke, 
just wet, blackened wood and crushed stone. ?t reminded 
him that those who had survived the previous day were in 
a delicate position, and he was to play a critical role in 
their future. He rose and started down the nearest stairs. He 
needed to get back to zerah and see what news there was of 
the rest of the survivors of Ambrial.



Chapter 37

Aer afawrhaous bauwak unrlabprr,Iagnuavftras,ay i.lvma
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’vs rcayofyaoraflcaxprJaEuspcaHfnrayora;us lria.layo rracfiba
u abumaDofyaHrflyayofyIafbbsH.lvayoraf Efluyfs ahfbahor ra
qr foayousvoya.yahfbIaoraEuspcaoftrac fvul—n.ppr akfEnayua
gtu iafl.yiah.yoaHu rayoflafahrrnayuab,f rakrwu rayoraof trbya
Huulmajs rpiIayofyahuspcav.trayoraAlsyos .flbafcrSsfyra
y.HrayuapfslEoafluyor afbbfspyaulayoraV f.tslaApp.flErm

jfy.b’rcah.yoao.ba,pflIaora,syaxprJ-bakuuna.lao.bakfvIa
,spprcausyaThe Deadly Sepentrio Mountains: A Catalogue of 
DangersIaflca rys lrcayuayorabrEy.ulafkusyayoraf Efluyfs magwa
orahfbavu.lvayuan.ppaulrIa.yahfbakrbyayuakra, r,f rcmadrawuslca
fabrEy.ulay.yprcaA Formidable Adversaryaflcabyf yrca rfc.lvm

Despite the obvious danger arcanotaurs pose to 
humans, Mynison men were required to face the 
beasts alone to prove themselves worthy of adult-
hood. Armed with only a sword and spear, each 
man was required to enter the den of one of the 
fearsome carnivores on his sixteenth birthday. If he 
were victorious, he was bestowed the status of a 
man. If he fled, he was banished from the tribe under 
penalty of death. Population estimates of Mynisons 
and analysis of the bones and weapons found in 
ancient arcanotaur dens indicate that roughly half 
of the young men who entered the dens perished.

gnuabhfppuhrcmaHalfauwayorHac.rc”aDofyahfbl-yarJfEypia
rlEus fv.lvIaEulb.cr .lvayoriaofcaEr yf.lpianluhlaHu ra
fkusyaf Efluyfs bayoflaoraEuspcaou,rayuaprf la.lafawrhacfibma
drabEfllrcayorakuunawu aHu ra rprtflya.lwu Hfy.ulaulayora
E rfys rbaksyaEfHras,arH,yimaDor rahfbafabrEy.ulaula.yba
vrlr fpaflfyuHiIaho.Eoaf,,rf rcafbarJ,rEyrcmaAabrEy.ulaula
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yor. acrlbIaho.EoaHfiaoftrakrrla.lyr rby.lvaksyaluyatr ia
sbrwspmaAlcafabrEy.ulaulayor. abHfppr Iac.byflya rpfy.trba.la
yorajusyor lpflcbmazsyayor rahfbaluyo.lvafkusyaosly.lvau a
n.pp.lvaulrmagnuahuspcaoftrafakuhMa,r of,bayofyahuspcav.tra
o.Haflafctflyfvrayofyayora,uu ab,rf —h.rpc.lvaYil.buaD .kra
c.cl-yaoftrmaAlcaor-caoftraxprJmaAabrEulcabhu cahuspcakra
hu yoabuHryo.lvmajy.ppIao.bau,y.H.bHahflrcmadr-cayousvoya
osly.lvafah.pcafl.Hfpahuspcakrarfbim

juHrulraf,, ufEorcaw uHayorauyor ab.crauwayoraofppma
Ppuh.lva,s ,prarirbaHfcra.yarfbiayua.crly.wiaYfnsbIahoua
ofca;sbyarlyr rcaw uHafabyf. Efbrayofyab,. fprcacuhlafayuhr ma

WFusac.cl-yabprr,apulvITaYfnsbabf.cafbaora,fbbrcm
gnuahulcr rcaouhaYfnsbaofcafliaEpsraouhapulvaor-cakrrla

fbprr,maWDor r-bafapuyaulaHiaH.lcmT
Yfnsbaluccrca,up.yrpiaflcanr,yahfpn.lvm
Dorlagnua rEuvl.NrcaYfnsb-barf  .lvBfab.H,prahuucrla

 .lvah.yoafabf,,o. ra.la.ybaErlyr magyahfbayorabfHrafbayora
G.voya?f  .u b-afyaAHk .fpmadra rHrHkr rcaouhaYfnsba
ofcac.bf Hrcao.HaflcaxprJa.layorahuucbakiayoraAlsyos .—
fla’ rByora.H,ubb.kprab,rrcaflca, rE.b.ulmaDoraH.l.Hfpa
r“u ya.yabrrHrcayua rSs. rmagnuaofcalrtr abrrlafliyo.lvap.nra
.yakrwu rIayorlaor-cabrrlabuHryo.lva;sbyap.nra.ya.layoraZfprauwa
AHk .fpahorlayoraG.voya?f  .u baofcaEuHrausyauwayorahfyr ma
YfnsbahfbafaG.voya?f  .u m

gnuacuskyrcayofyan.pp.lvaflaf Efluyfs ahuspcakrafa, ukprHa
.waoraofcafaG.voya?f  .u ah.yoao.HmaAlcaorawuppuhrcaqr foa
rtr ihor rIac.cl-yaor”ajorabrrHrcawu H.cfkpraflcahfbauk—
t.usbpia.lyr rbyrca.lafESs. .lvayoraf Efluyfs akpuucmagwaora
EuspcaEult.lEraor ayua;u.lao.HIayori-ca, ukfkpiakuyoaEuHra
fpulvm

WYfnsb”Tagnuafbnrcm
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Yfnsbabyu,,rcaflcapuunrcafyagnuarJ,rEyflypim
WflflaiusayrppaHrahor raffsby.EraGuks .fa.b”T
W?oi”T
Wg-Havu.lvayuavuayuaPucbnrr,ITagnuabf.cmaWgayo.lnahrafppa

byflcafakryyr aEoflEra.wagtu iafl.yiacrE.crbayorayr Hbauwayora
wu yoEuH.lvaEulw ulyfy.ulah.yoayorah ryEor bmajuIag-cap.nra
yuavryabuHrac fvul—n.ppr ayuaEprf ayorahfiawu aflafyyfEnmT

WzupcmTaYfnsba f.brcao.baEo.lmaWDofyahuspcakrahrpEuHrca
kiaHubyauwasbmazsya.yaH.voyakrakrbyayuaprftraqr foausyauwa.ymT

W?oi-bayofy”T
Yfnsbaorb.yfyrcakrwu raflbhr .lvmaWDorbray.Hrbaf ray i—

.lvmazryyr aluyayuaEpsyyr aor aH.lca .voyaluhmagwaiusabsEErrcIa
yorlakiafppaHrflbIavuayuaor mag-Habs rabor-cakraof,,iayua
 rEr.trayora,u.bulaw uHaiusmT

WVprfbrITagnuabf.cmaWga;sbyahflyayuaHfnrayoraHubyauwaus a
EoflErbmagahflyayuanluhahofyabor-baprf lrcafkusyaPucbnrr,ma
Alcag-Habs rabor-baculrabuHra rfc.lvaulaf Efluyfs bakialuha
yofyaEuspcaorp,aHrmagacul-yanluhayora’ byayo.lvafkusyayorHmT

Yfnsbawupcrcao.baf HbaflcarircagnuaEpubrpim
Wgy-bayoraprfbyaiusaEuspcacuawu aHrITagnuabf.cmaWgac.ca.crly.wia

hofyaius a,u.bulahfbIafer afppmT
Yfnsbab.vorca.la rb.vlfy.ulmaWZr iahrppmaLuppuhaHrmT
Dorayhuarlyr rcafayuhr aulayorau,,ub.yrab.crauwayora uuHa

w uHayoraulraYfnsbaofca;sbyaEuHracuhlmaAbayoriaEp.HkrcIa
gnuaEulb.cr rcaYfnsb-ba rpsEyflErayuak .lvayoraHfyyr ayua
qr fomadraofcafpbuafbbsHrcayofyaYfnsbahuspcabof raor a
crb. rayuabpfiayoraf Efluyfs Iaksyaf,,f rlypiIaorac.caluymagnua
Euspcl-yaSs.yraHfnrabrlbrauwa.yasly.paora rHrHkr rcaffsby.Era
flfH,u-baEuHHrlyayora, rt.usbal.voyafkusyaqr foaoft.lva
fa,r bulfpatrlcryyfmagyahfbarfbiarlusvoayuavsrbbahoiayofya
huspcakrayoraEfbrm
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W?ouac.caANuEoan.pp”Tagnuafbnrcm
YfnsbaEuly.lsrcas,ayorabyf. bah.yousyays l.lvaf uslcma

WANuEoan.pprcafapuyauwa,ru,prma?raoftrl-yartrlabyf yrca.crl—
y.wi.lvayorHafppmT

Wju  iIagaHrflyaffsby.EraGuks .f-baputrcaulrITagnuabf.cm
Yfnsba,rr rcautr ao.babouspcr maW?oi”a?ouabf.cafli—

yo.lvafkusyayofy”T
WgyahfbabuHryo.lvaffsby.EraflfH,uabf.capfbyal.voymT
YfnsbabEu“rcafbaoraEuly.lsrcaEp.Hk.lvmaWDorawuupmaAba.wa

yofy-bahofyaboralrrcbaulaor aH.lca .voyaluhmaqr foaofcayhua
iuslvakuibaflcafaosbkflcayfnrlaw uHaor akiaANuEomaffsby.Era
flfH,uayo.lnba.yaEpuscbaor a;scvHrlyIaksyagahuspcl-yahu  ia
HsEoafkusyao.bau,.l.ulmT

gnuaw uNrmaWdr arly. rawfH.pi”Tad.babyuHfEoaEos lrcafyayora
yousvoyauwa.yIaflcaora,.y.rcaqr fomadranlrhabuHrauwayora,f.la
boraHsbyaoftrawrpyIaksyafyaprfbyaflfbaby.ppaofcafaEoflErmadra
by.ppaofcaou,rmajor-capubyartr iyo.lvIaflcaorahulcr rcaouha
oraofcl-yabsb,rEyrca.yasly.pa;sbyaluhm

Yfnsbays lrcaf uslcahorlaora rfp.Nrcagnuaofcabyu,,rcma
WOry-babfialuyo.lvaHu rauwa.ymT

gnuac.cl-yap.nrayorahfiaYfnsb-bahu cbawrpyap.nrafahf l.lvma
W!waEus brITaorabf.cm

Guyapulvafer agnuabyf yrcarJ,pf.l.lvao.ba,pflayuacrwiaflfH,uIa
qr foaorpcas,afaoflcayuabyu,ao.HIaEfpprcaYfnsbautr Iaflca
ho.b,r rcabuHryo.lvayuao.Hmadrapreayorac rf iaHrry.lva
 uuHIaulpiayua rys lah.yoaflf,yf.laxbb.p.afaEus,prauwaH.lsyrba
pfyr m
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WDofy-baSs.yraflafHk.y.usba,pflITaqr foabf.cahorlagnua
’l.borcaHfn.lvao.baEfbrm

gnuabo svvrcIarir.lvayoraEf,yf.laflcahulcr .lvahoiabor-ca
brlyawu ao.HmaWgy-bayoraulpiahfiITaorabf.cmaWgbayor rafliakryyr a
,pflawu aus aEfsbrbayoflan.pp.lvaANuEoaflcaEulw uly.lvayora
V f.tslbaulaus ayr Hb”T

qr foabouunaor aorfcmaWGulrafbawf afbagaEflayrppmaAlca
.yahuspcaoftrayoravsf cbHrlacrHflc.lvayuavuafer ayora
h ryEor bafvf.lmT

WFrbmaxJfEypiQTagnuabf.cm
qr foapuunrcayuaxbb.p.maWflf,yf.l”a?uspcaiusaH.lcayrpp.lva

gnuaflcaYfnsbahofyaius-trakrrlacu.lvab.lErapfbyal.voy”T
WFusabs rafkusyayofy”Taxbb.p.afbnrcma
Wgy-baluyayofyak.vauwafabrE ryIa.ba.y”Taqr foafbnrcm
Wgy-bafap.yyprak.yauwafabrE rymTaxbb.p.apuunrcafyagnumaWCul-ya

c.bEsbbayo.bausyb.crauwayo.ba uuHma!nfi”T
Wjs rmT
xbb.p.aorb.yfyrcakrwu rabfi.lvIaWg-Hafp rfciaEuu c.lfy.lvafa

,ubb.kpraH.bb.ulayuaPucbnrr,mT
WgayousvoyaflfH,uahuspcl-yafppuha.yITagnuabf.cm
WDofy-baulrauwayorayo.lvbaor-bahu n.lvaulITaqr foabf.cm
xbb.p.a skkrcao.baoflcbayuvryor maW!lraEuspcaEfppaHiarw—

wu ybafaEpflcrby.lra,up.y.Efpau,r fy.ulmag-Havfyor .lvabs,—
,u ymagwartr iulraksyaflfH,uafv rrbaulayorakrbyaEus brauwa
fEy.ulIaor-ppaoftraluaEou.Eraksyayuakprbbaus aH.bb.ulmaglayora
Hrfly.HrIafawrhauwaHiaHrlahouaf rawfH.p.f ah.yoaPucbnrr,a
f ra,pfll.lvayorau,r fy.ulma s.rypimT@a

WjuIa.waorakprbbrba.yIaius-ppavu”Tagnuafbnrcm
Wgy-bap.nrpiITaxbb.p.abf.cmaWzsyahraHfialuya .bnaflarJ,rc.y.ula

.wagayo.lnahraEflaoupcayorah ryEor bau“aw uHaor rmagaoftrafa
yrfHahu n.lvaulayoubraby fyrv.rbIayuumT
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W?orlah.ppaiusanluha.waius- ravu.lv”Tagnuafbnrcm
WAawrhacfibmaLus maL.trIaHfikrmT
gnu-ba;fhac u,,rcmaWL.tracfibQaDofy-bawf ayuuapulvmaDora

V f.tslbaf rahrfnaluhmaFusalrrcayuakra rfciayuaby .nrafba
buulafbaiusanluhayor. apuEfy.ulmaFusaEfl-yav.trayorHayofya
HsEoaHu ray.Hrayua ru vfl.NrmT

qr foabH. nrcmaWg-HavpfcabuHrulrafv rrbah.yoaHrmTajora
EsyafavpflErafyaxbb.p.ma

xbb.p.ap.ercafa’lvr ayuhf caor maW?r-trakrrlautr ayo.bIa
qr fomagacul-yalrrcaiusayhuayrfH.lvas,aulaHrmagy-baluya.crfpIa
ksyahralrrcayuavryayo.ba .voyma?ravryaulraEoflErafyavu.lva
fppayorahfiayuaPucbnrr,maYu ray.HrafppuhbaHiavsf cbHrlayua
 rbyas,Iavfyor a rbus ErbIaflcacrtrpu,afabup.ca,pflmT

gnua flao.ba’lvr bayo usvoao.baof. aflcayuunafacrr,ak rfyoma
WgaEfl-yahf.yawu aiusIag-Habu  imag-Haprft.lvayo.baHu l.lvmagwa
yoraf Efluyfs a.bahor raqr foabfibIag-ppavryayora,u.bulIaflca
g-ppan.ppaANuEoaHibrpwmT

WCul-yakrawuup.boITaxbb.p.abf.cmaW?ouanluhbaouhaHflia
h ryEor bayor raf rakryhrrlaor raflcayoraEufbymaAlcayofy-ba
yuabfialuyo.lvauwaosly.lvaf Efluyfs baflcac fvulbmT

Wgacul-yaoftrafaEou.ErITagnuabf.cmaWFusa;sbyafcH.yyrcayofya
yfn.lvaEf rauwaANuEoabuulr a fyor ayoflapfyr ahuspcakrakryyr a
wu aiusIac.cl-yaius”T

xbb.p.ab.vorcmaWgac.cIaksyBT
Wgyahuspcakrakryyr awu aHiacfsvoyr IayuuITagnuabf.cmaWjuIaga

vualuhIah.yoaHiakuhafbaHia,pflmagwagawf.pIaiusapubraluyo.lvma
FusaEfla, uErrcah.yoaius au,r fy.ulafba.waluyo.lvartr a
of,,rlrcmazsya.wagabsEErrcIaiusaEflafyyfEnabuulr Iaflcayofya
krlr’ybasbafppmT

qr foaprflrcawu hf cmaWg-tra rfcabuHryo.lvauwaf Efluyfs ba
b.lEraus ac.bEutr imaDoriasbrcayuan.ppaofpwayora,ru,prahoua
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E ubbrca,fyobah.yoayorHmag-Haluyabs ra.y-bah.brayuavuafpulrIa
gnumT

Wganluha.y-bacflvr usbITagnuabf.cmaWxprJah.ppakrah.yoaHrIa
g-Habs rIaflcag-caputrayuaoftraHu rabs,,u ymaDuakraoulrbyIaga
EfHras,aor rayuafbnaiusayua;u.lasbmT

qr fo-bap.,ba, rbbrcayuvryor afba.waEulyf.l.lvafabH.prm
YfnsbabyuucayfppmaWDofya.baluyahofyahrac.bEsbbrcmT
Wgacul-yayo.lnayofy-babsEoafavuuca.crfITaxbb.p.abf.cm
WFusabf.caiusa, rwr  rcaprft.lvabuulr ITagnuabf.cayuaqr foma

Wdr ra.baius aEoflErmaFus-tracrtuyrcaius ap.wrayuayofya,u.bulIa
oftrl-yaius”T

qr foaluccrcmaWgaoftrmT
Wqr foITaxbb.p.ahf lrcm
WDorlaEuHrah.yoaHrmTagnuabyr,,rcayuhf caor maWdrp,aHra

bftraHiacfsvoyr maAtrlvraius aosbkflcaflcabulbmT
Yfnsbar s,yrcmaWDofya.baluyaius a,pfErQTad.baoflcbays lrca

.lyua’bybm
qr foaEprlEorcaor a;fhaflca f.brcaor aEo.lm
Yfnsbabyr,,rcayuhf cagnumaWg-Habu  iIaqr fomagabouspcaluya

oftrak usvoyao.Hmagah.ppa rHutrayo.bBT
W?f.yITaqr foabf.cIabyfi.lvayoraG.voya?f  .u m
Dor rahfbafapulvab.prlErmagnuaEuspcaorf aYfnsb-bacrr,Ia

flv iak rfyobmadraEuspcaorf ao.bauhlaorf ya,uslc.lvm
WFusahflyayuaprftraluh”Taqr foafbnrcm
WAbabuulafbahraEflmT
qr foaluccrcmaWg-ppavumT
Wqr foIaiusaEfl-yITaYfnsbabf.cm
Wgah.ppITaborabf.cmaWgahul-yafbnaiusayua;u.laHrIaYfnsbmazflra

EflarJ,pf.laouhaiusay .rcayuabyu,aHrmT
xbb.p.av uflrcm
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Yfnsbabouunao.baorfcmaWgah.ppaluyafkflculaiusayuayo.ba
cs,p.E.yusbaufwmT

W?rppIagahul-yacryr aiusaw uHaEuH.lvar.yor ITaqr foafc—
H.yyrcmajorapuunrcafyagnumaWgwaiusavryafabouyafyaANuEoIaEfla
iusabhrf ayuaHrayofyaiusah.ppaluyaH.bb”T

Wgah.ppaluyaH.bbITagnuabf.cm
WPuucITaqr foabf.cmaWP.traHraflaous mTa



Chapter 38

A n hour aetr dht ctisgson do ,o aetr dht arianodaurZ 
Mtrah anc kamug Itd Emo anc lxt. oudgsct dht Iasn 

haxxT yhtb iarrstc a funcxt ow arropg anc dpo unt.it’dsonax 
carm ,rttn dunsig wor dht lmarsangT Mtrah t.’xasntc dhad ght 
cscn-d pand dhtI ptarsn, ,uarcgItn dunsig on an unganifi
dsontc trrancT yht do’g ptrt ptxxfivddtc fud dhsn tnou,h 
dhad dhtb pouxcn-d rtgdrsid anb IoztItndT yhtb pouxc ft 
ioIwordafxt sn a v,hdZ anc dhtb ptrt sctax wor ionitaxItnd 
ftntadh AJoih-g gmbT Emo axgo iarrstc Iogd ow dht rtgd ow phad 
ht-c damtn psdh hsI wroI “bngoInT

D?o bou dhsnm lggsxs psxx dtxx anbont”N Emo agmtcT
Mtrah ghru,,tcT DHod undsx ht IugdTN
lxt. rufftc hsg tbtg anc bapntcZ gdsxx ,ro,,b wroI a goxsc 

ns,hd-g gxtt’T St agmtc MtrahZ DBoZ bou rtaxxb a,rtt dhad dhsg 
sg dht ftgd scta”N

DCtgd”N Mtrah gIsrmtcT Dkabft nodT Cud E dhsnm pt ghouxc 
co sdTN

lxt. giradihtc hsg htacT DE ,utgg dhad-g ,ooc tnou,h wor 
ItTN

Mtrah hac axgo ihan,tc htr ixodhsn, do azosc anb oudfi
parc csg’xab ow htr ’ogsdson sn Ezorb GsdbT Bht port a vdfi
dtc Iaroon dstfiwrond dunsiZ a ’asr ow xtadhtr foodgZ anc a 
daddtrtc fropn ixoam dhad xoomtc ag dhou,h sd Is,hd hazt 
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csgsndt,radtc ad anb IoItndT Bht hac waghsontc htr xon, 
fxaim hasr sndo a frasc dhad ran gdras,hd copn htr faimT yo 
Emo-g gur’rsgtZ ght pag arItc do dht dttdhT yht gporc on 
htr hs’ pag a robax gporc psdh an szorb hsxdZ ’xaitc psdhsn a 
fxaimfiancfi,oxc giaffarc ow dht OuarcT A gsIsxarxb waghsontc 
mnswt hun, wroI dht wrond ow htr ftxdT qn htr faim pag a 
flusztr wuxx ow ,uarcgIan arropgZ sctndsvafxt fb dht frs,hd 
’ur’xt anc ,oxc Ftdihsn,T Bht iarrstc htr gxs,hd fxaim rtfi
iurzt fop airogg htr ihtgdT 

Emo dhou,hd sd occ dhad kamug hac nod ihan,tc ad axxT 
Ag uguaxZ ht port hsg carmZ vddtc ’andg anc nodhsn, txgt 
agsct wroI hsg pta’ongT A gporc on hsg hs’ pag sn a ghtadh 
gsIsxar do Mtrah-gZ axftsd xtgg ornadtZ anc dhtrt pag an offi
gscsanfids’’tc Iarsmano g’tar on hsg faimT

jor dht vrgd gtztrax IsxtgZ dhtsr Vourntb draitc dht ’adh 
lggsxs hac damtn on dht pab do dht Raxt ow AIfrsaxZ fud ad 
dht ’osnd ad phsih dht ia’dasn hac crsetc apab wroI dht 
ybtx LsztrZ dhtb rtIasntc ftgsct sdT kamug xtc dht pab anc 
t.’xasntc dhad dhtb pouxc gdab axon,gsct dht rsztr undsx sd 
Vosntc psdh dht Amanco LsztrZ phsih ran cut goudhZ rou,hxb 
’araxxtx do dht Oaran koundasngT Ed pouxc damt dhtI do dht 
Bta ow HsztroT Oocgmtt’ pag axon, dht ioagdZ a wtp Isxtg 
tagd ow phtrt dht rsztr wtxx sndo dht gtaT yht ’adh pouxc mtt’ 
dhtI ftntadh xugh woxsa,t or u’on ru,,tc dtrrasn axx dht pab 
do dht ioagdZ IsnsIsJsn, dht ihanit ow ftsn, gttn wroI dht 
gmbT

Cb cugmZ dhtb rtaihtc Pamt HsdaZ ’ogsdsontc aIon, roimb 
woodhsxxg dhad oztrxoomtc dht unwadhoIafxb wtadurtxtgg kuxfi
dug ffxasng do dht tagdT yhtrtZ ntztrfitncsn, paztg ow Fad 
,raggxancg t.dtnctc do dht carmtnsn, horsJonT yht xamt-g 
goudhtrn tc,t iaIt do a ixs! oztr phsih sdg padtrg ’ourtcT 
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En iondragd psdh dht ’xasn do dht tagdZ dht xanc ftdpttn dht 
rsztr anc dht Oaran koundasng do dht goudh pag wtrdsxt anc 
ioztrtc psdh drttgT

BdorI ixoucg roxxtc oztrhtac ag dht gun gtdZ anc dht porxc 
arounc ftiaIt carmT yhunctr roxxtcZ anc rasn gdardtc waxxsn, 
ag dhtb addtI’dtc do gtddxt sn wor dht ns,hdT kamug ofgtrztc 
dht hsxxg gurrouncsn, dhtI psdh hsg ,xopsn, ’ur’xt tbtgT 
Dyhtrt sg an oztrhan, u’ dhtrtTN St ’osndtc ptgdT DEd ghouxc 
mtt’ bou crbTN

Dyoo xadt wor dhadffiN lxt. gasc ag ht hurrstcxb ioxxtidtc hsg 
dhsn,gT

yht huIang giraIfxtc u’ dht hsxx psdh dhtsr ixoamg oztr 
dhtsr htacg phsxt kamug woxxoptc fthsncZ nod Isncsn, dht 
rasn ad axxT yhtb Iact sd do dht oztrhan, ftwort dht frund ow 
dht gdorI ’ughtc dhrou,hT Sasx wtxx wroI dht gmbT Ps,hdnsn, 
rt’tadtcxb sxxuIsnadtc dht odhtrpsgt snzsgsfxt xancgia’t ftfi
wort dhtIT 

Ctdpttn dhunctrixa’gZ kamug ,ag’tcT
DqhffiN Mtrah tihotcT
Emo woxxoptc dhtsr ,aJtg goudhparcT Btztrax Isxtg apabZ 

dht fxaimntgg dhad ioztrtc dht wortgdg axon, dht Amanco hac 
fttn sndructc u’on fb a ’sxxar ow vrtT Ed xagdtc onxb a wtp 
gtioncgT A IoItnd xadtrZ dht tndsrt hsxx ghoom ag dht ruIfxt 
forn ow dht FaIt rtaihtc Pamt HsdaT fftffxtg anc gIaxx roimg 
fromt wrtt ow dht hsxx anc duIfxtc copn axx arounc dhtIT

DEd-g AJoihffiN kamug gascT DBht-g damtn iart ow goItdhsn, 
axon, dht rsztrTN

DEg ght ioIsn, doparc ug”N Mtrah agmtcT
DHoZ noT Bht sg htacsn, faim do dht tagdZN kamug angptrtcT
yht woxxopsn, Iornsn,Z dhtb xte dht roimb hsxxg ow Pamt 

Hsda ftwort capnZ ta,tr do tgia’t sndo dht ioztr ow dht 
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drttg axon, dht AmancoT Aetr a csWiuxd ctgitnd wroI dht 
woodhsxxgZ dhtb Iact ,ooc dsItZ ioztrsn, a wtp Isxtg tztrb 
hourT 

lztnduaxxbZ dhtb rtaihtc dht ’xait kamug iaxxtc Cxutpooc 
jortgdT yhtrtZ dht porxc doom on an ttrst itruxtan ,xop ag 
dht gun-g xs,hd ghont dhrou,h dht drangxuitnd fxut xtaztg ow 
dht drttg dhad ,rtp dhtrtT yht drttg- phsdsgh drunmg ptrt 
froac anc gIoodhZ ,ropsn, ’trwtidxb gdras,hd wor dptndb or 
go wttd ftwort franihsn, sndo a ptffixsmt ntdporm ow gIaxxtr 
franihtg dhad dpsgdtc arounc tztrbdhsn, dhtb iondaidtc ag 
sw dhtb ptrt zsntgT yhtb dpsgdtc u’ anc arounc odhtr drttg 
anc pra’’tc faim copn do dht ,rouncT BoIt ow dht ionfi
dordtc fxutfixtaztc franihtg t.dtnctc huncrtcg ow wttd wroI 
dht drunmg dhad fort dhtIT yht drttg- afozt,rounc roodg 
ptrt gsIsxarxb g’rapxsn,Z xsmt dhogt ow oam drttgT koggtg anc 
xsihtng ioztrtc dhtIT

Emo irantc hsg ntim ag ht doom sn dht poncroug gitntT 
Dyhad sg snirtcsfxtZN ht gascT

DEd-g xsmt dhsg axx dht pab do dht ioagdZN Mtrah gascT DAnc 
E-zt ntztr gttn dht fxutpooc drttg txgtphtrtTN

Cb IscfiIornsn,Z dhtb rtaihtc dht gdsxxfigIoxctrsn, aetrfi
Iadh ow AJoih-g addaim dht ns,hd ftwortT Axx dhad pag xte 
psdhsn a isrixt veb barcg psct pag iharrtc pooc anc fxaimfi
tntc focstgT Ad dht itndtr ow dht furntc ixtarsn,Z phtrt 
AJoih-g FaIt hac gdruim dht tardh csrtidxbZ dhtrt pag onxb 
goodT yht gdsn,sn, aroIa ow roagdtc Ftgh anc furntc Itdax 
vxxtc dht asrT

Dyhtrt ptrt a  xod  ow  dhtIZN Emo gasc ag dhtb paxmtc 
dhrou,h dht ixtarsn,T St ioundtc ad xtagd ts,hd focstgZ anc 
ht gap phad ht dhou,hd ptrt gtztrax IortT
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Dyhtgt ptrt prt,gZN kamug gascT St-c irouihtc copn do 
sng’tid ont ow dht focstgT 

DE con-d unctrgdanc hop ght gap dhtIZN Mtrah gasc ag ght 
’uxxtc htr ixoam oztr htr nogt anc IoudhT DYsdh dht rasn anc 
ftsn, ns,hddsItZ bou-c dhsnm dhtb pouxc hazt fttn axrs,hdTN

kamug hac Ioztc doparc dht drttgT DE con-d dhsnm dhtb 
ptrt dht vrgd do ioIt dhrou,h htrtZN ht gascZ gducbsn, dht 
,rouncT Dyht Amanco sg ghaxxop sn dhtgt ’ardgT E gug’tid dhsg 
sg ont ow dht ’xaitg dht ztrIsn hazt fttn iroggsn,TN

DBo Iuih wor dht cra,on o!trsn, dhtI cszsnt ’rodtidsonZN 
lxt. flus’’tcT

DE ftxstzt dhtb Iugd ioI’xtdt dht gairsvit wor dhadZN Emo 
gascZ Iozsn, doparc dht rsztrfanmT

DE gu’’ogt sd-g rtaggursn, dhad our tntIstg artn-d on dht 
gaIt gsctZN Mtrah gascT

Emo iaIt do dht ghort anc ofgtrztc phad Iab hazt fttn 
huncrtcg ow wood’rsndg ioIsn, oud ow dht padtrT Dyhtgt con-d 
gttI ztrb oxcZ co dhtb” fftrha’g pt ghouxcn-d xsn,trTN

kamug a’’roaihtc anc ofgtrztc dht wood’rsndgT D>ou-rt 
rs,hdTN St gianntc dht gurrouncsn, fxut wortgdT yht ztrIsn 
dhad xte dhtgt Iugd ft ixogtTN

Dyhtn xtd-g IoztZN Mtrah gascT Dks,hd ag ptxx irogg htrtT 
Yt psxx hazt do tztnduaxxbTN

yhtb mt’d a ixogt tbt on dhtsr gurrouncsn,g ag dhtb Ioztc 
airogg dht rsztr anc faim sndo dht ioztr ow dht wortgdT
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wy..rgp-t,o-wnvlpp-tr’olywhr.It“rtcrphtlwtnctltolbbr tar rt
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lppsangftonwtbl nulgstr-rwthst,rr tnghsthort.l ugrwwMtlg.t
horgtortorl .tnhItAtwv rrvoItAta rfItOor-tar rtl—syhtYe-t
-l .wthsthortgs hoMtlg.tortvsyp.tZywhtwrrthorn twol.sawt
—rharrgth rrwItAt.sDrgts twsta rhvor wMtvl rcypp-twy dr-ngft
hortf syg.tlg.tbsdngftngtonwt.n rvhnsgIt“rtwlatlhtprlwhtcsy t
yus ntlbsgfthorbI
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Chapter 40

T hey moved southward as quickly and quietly as they 
could, taking care to cover their tracks. When Makus 

was satisfied the wretchers had fallen far enough behind, 
they settled in for the night among some bluewood roots 
about fipy yards from the river. Makus watched the darkness 
for a couIle more hours, and aperward, the humans took 
ships as lookouts so he could sleeI. Much to ’koAs relief, the 
wretchers never came.

With their eyes behind them, they continued along the 
xkando until noon the ne-t day, when they turned southff
eastward. Within a few hours, they reached the sheer granff
ite clijs of the xnuthurian coast. ’mmense whiteffcaIIed 
waves burst into fine, salty mists as they crashed against the 
Irotuberant gray rocks zutting out of the water one hundred 
feet below. x fierce, warm wind blew inland, carrying with 
it the smells of seawater and algae. ’ko griIIed the smooth 
wood of a bluewood limb and chanced a diHHying glance over 
the clij. Sundreds of birds sang along narrow rock ledges 
below, and a thin whiteffsand beach glistened at the clijAs 
bottom. 

Buch was the view all along the clijs, which they followed 
eastward until they reached the edge of the forest. Pefore 
them, then, were the southernmost reaches of the Multus 
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Nlains, which also e-tended to the seaside clijs and were 
almost as emIty and featureless as they had been farther 
north. Put a mile away, at the end of a Ieninsula and Ierched 
high above the thundering waters of the Bea of Givero, was 
a dome of cerulean leaves a mile wide. Nrotruding in several 
Ilaces from the toI of the tangled bluewood branches were 
white stone towers, aIIearing as Iyramids stretched thin 
to reach hundreds of feet into the sky. BusIension bridges 
zoined them at several levels. x white wall encircled the city, 
Iartially covered by the blue foliage. These were the ruins 
of the city called EodskeeI, which a bluewood forest had 
overtaken.

They crossed the Ilain at dusk. There was enough light to 
make it without trouble, but not so much that they would 
be obvious to a dragon above or wretchers in the tree line. 
xcross the Ilain, they came to the remains of a road and 
followed it into EodskeeI.

Within the city walls, broad cobblestone streets crossed 
each other at Ierfect right angles, delineating identically 
siHed blocks Iacked with houses, towers, and shoIs. Tall 
grasses grew from the accumulated detritus along the sides 
of the roads, and leaves scraIed along the e-Iosed stone. 
There was a soaring white tower on every block. flach 
had a Ierfect square footIrint about forty feet across and 
narrowed gradually as it rose through the trees. Pluewood 
branches enveloIed most of their uIIer stories, twisting 
through windows and doors and curling around the bridges 
that crisscrossed the streets at every level.

They walked a couIle of blocks until they heard footsteIs 
echo through the ruins. Bomeone or something was running 
toward them. Makus reZe-ively raised his sIear, and “erah 
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and ’ko each nocked an arrow. flle- drew his sword. The 
orange glow of the setting sun broke through the rustling 
leaves, casting a long shadow over the road. Boon, a small, 
curlyffhaired girl, no more than five years old and wearing a 
Iink dress, came running into view. Bhe was screaming.

xs quickly as the little girl had aIIeared, a man aIIeared 
behind her and scooIed her uI. The girl screamed even 
more, but the man was smiling.

!Nut her down”D flle- commanded with sword raised.
Put everyone else noticed that, desIite her seemingly horff

rified screams, the little girl was smiling too. The smile 
disaIIeared when the girl saw how many weaIons were 
directed toward her.

!?addy”D the girl cried. Bhe buried her face in the manAs 
arms.

The  father  looked  stunned,  but  when  the  weaIons 
droIIed, he breathed a sigh of relief. !’tAs alright, flmi.D Se 
looked at the strangers. Borry for the noise,D he said. !We get 
carried away sometimes.D

!’tAs fine,D “erah said. Bhe said to the girl, !Borry to have 
scared you. We thought you were a wreg.D

flmi turned so that one eye observed the strangers. !Put 
wregs are ugly.D

!They are, arenAt theyCD “erah asked. Bhe was gentle. 
!ThatAs how we could tell you werenAt one.D

flmi smiled, and ’koAs heart skiIIed a beat. Bhe resembled 
Oas from a year or two earlier. 

!We mean you no harm,D Makus said. !We will be on our 
way.D
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The man asked, !Might you be willing to tradeC ’ am in 
dire need of a good knife.D Se was eyeing the knife on “erahAs 
belt. !’Ave got nothing but a dull cleaver lep to my name.D

!What are you ojeringCD “erah asked.
The manAs name was —ssi, and he led the way to the rest of 

their family in one of EodskeeIAs old gashedffoIen houses. x 
bluewood branch curled over the rooZess corner of the home 
in which —ssiAs fairffskinned wife bounced a cranky infant on 
her knee. x small boy sleIt nearby on a Iile of leaves beneath 
an elaborately Iatterned blanket. ’ko couldnAt helI but smile 
at the way the boyAs mouth hung wide oIen.

xs Makus and “erah Iicked out a few choice aIIles in 
e-change for the knifeYa rather loIsided tradeY’ko adff
mired the quaint family. flmi wasted no time in ojering the 
guests a cuI of tea. flle- acceIted the ojer, and the little 
girl hurriedly Ioured some freshly brewed tea into a freshff
ly carved cuI. Bhe acceIted her motherAs gentle reminders 
about hosIitality at every steI along the way. xperward, she 
and flle- made easy small talk. There was a warmth to the 
scene that reminded ’ko of what he and his father used to 
have. ’t was evident that the family was zust Iassing through 
EodskeeI, but the little broken house felt like a home.

Se Iondered this as they lep behind the family to find 
their shelter for the night. Trailing behind the others, he was 
lost in his thoughts long enough to draw flle-As attention.

Sis friend droIIed behind with him and asked, !WhatAs 
on your mindCD

’ko snaIIed back to the Iresent. !—h. That family. ’t 
seems like a nice thing to have.D

flle- smiled wryly. !Well, you might be on your way with 
“erah if youAd listen to me.D
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!’tAs not haIIening, flle-. Bure, sheAs smart and kind 
andYD

!NrettyCD flle- rolled his eyes. !Bo... NerfectCD
!Got at all. BheAs still mourning her dead family. xnd did 

’ tell you about the men fighting over the horseCD
!Fes, yes.D
’ko continued e-Ilaining what heAd thought about —ssiAs 

family. !xnyway, ’ was thinking that might have been what 
my family would have been like had my mother not died. 
’ might have had brothers and sisters. Puiltffin friends, you 
knowCD

!xm ’ inadequateCD flle- asked.
’ko laughed. !Got at all.D
Makus and “erah steIIed into one of the cityAs towers to 

insIect it, and flle- and ’ko stayed outside.
!’ didnAt e-Iect you to have such kind words for them,D 

flle- said. !What, with them being of the —rder of Matara 
and all.D

!WhatCD ’ko asked, shocked.
!Fou didnAt hear flmiC Bhe told me MataraAs will  for 

Iractically every Iebble and blade of grass.D flle- obviously 
thought ’ko had known. !Why did you think they were headff
ing eastCD

’ko gujawed, beside himself. The —rder of MataraYhis 
fatherAs mortal enemy. They adhered to a strange Iantheisff
tic creed and thought Matara had willed the dragons into 
e-istence. xt least some of them thought that if they wiIed 
out all nonffMatarans, the dragons would relent. Those were 
the Matarans his father had died fighting. 

flle- said, !’ was ready to have to get between you and 
them.D
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’koAs brow furrowed. !What does that meanC ’ never got 
mad at anyone.D

flle-  looked like  he  realiHed  heAd  said  something  he 
shouldnAt have. !—h, itAs nothing.D

!Too late for that. What did you meanCD
flle- rubbed his hands together. !’tAs zust...D Se seemed 

to consider his ne-t words carefully. !’Ave been thinking... 
and...D

!BIit it out, flle-.D
!’ think sometimes youAre a little quick to see IeoIle as 

your enemies.D 
!’Am not following.D
!’ mean that if you would have known that —ssi and flmi 

were in the —rder of Matara, thatAs all they would have been 
to you.D

!ThatAs not true.D 
flle- raised his brow questioningly.
The look gave ’ko Iause. !ffiine. Maybe it would have 

bothered me. Put the —rder killed my father. ’t would have 
been understandable.D

flle- shook his head. !’tAs not zust Matarans, ’ko.D
!What are you talking aboutCD
flle- relented. !’tAs been bothering me since xmbrial. 

Bince ’ saw how you treated flssili when he wanted nothing 
but to helI you. ’ used to think you had Iroblems with the 
IeoIle back home because they were diRcult to get along 
withYand they were. Put it hasnAt been that dijerent in 
xnuthura, desIite everyone here being Ierfectly good to 
you.D

!That isnAt true.D
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!Fes, it is. ?o you remember how you didnAt even want 
to give ’vory Oity a chance when we first got thereC Fou 
only stayed because of the Iromise of an army. xnd have you 
forgotten what you said about all the strangers in the tavernC 
What about your reluctance to acceIt the obvious truth that 
“erah is Ierfect for youCD flle-As brow rose.

’ko closed his eyes and shook his head in e-asIeration. 
!flle-.D

flle- raised his hands as if in surrender, then he keIt going. 
!ffiine. xs ’ said, ’ noticed it most with the caItain. xper the 
battle, you treated him like he was <og, even though he was 
zust trying to helI you.D

!Se almost got us killed by a dragon.D
!SeAs not the one who told xdair not to bring his dragff

onffkiller with him. Fou know that.D
!Se hid the truth from us”D ’ko said.
!SereAs the thing. flven if youAre right to be angry about 

that, thatAs not all there is to him,D flle- said. !Bometimes 
youAre so focused on what IeoIle might have done wrong 
that you miss the rest of them. —pen their best Iarts. ’tAs 
what keeIs you alone. xnd thatAs a real shame because most 
IeoIle could use a friend like ’ have. x friend like OasAs 
father.D

’ko tried to think through flle-As accusationYto refute it. 
Se was hurt that his best friend would accuse him of such a 
thing at a time like this. Se was angry that flle- had used his 
fatherAs murderers to make his argument.

Put what bothered him more than anything was that flle-As 
accusation rang true. Put there was something his friend 
was missing, something that would make sense of it all. ’ko 
couldnAt figure it out right now. Se didnAt want to figure it 
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out. Se suddenly felt the urge to Zee the conversation and 
forget heAd ever had it. 

“erah and Makus burst out of the towerAs entrance.
!WhatAs wrongCD ’ko asked.
!Erab your Iack”D Makus ordered. !WeAve not lost our 

friends from last night. The wretchers are here.D
’ko quickly shouldered his Iack and began to follow the 

Iair southward. 
!Sey”D flle- said. !What about flmiAs familyCD 
’t stoIIed them all cold. flle- was right. The family stood 

no chance against ukori.
“erah led the way down a street that would take them 

toward the family. 



Chapter 41

T hrough the hazy azure air of dusk at Godskeep, Iko 
could see the gatehouse that was the city’s northern 

entrance. Before it stood four hulking ukori, their features 
veiled in shadow. He crouched with the others against the 
wall of the nearest tower’s breezeway, covered by the grass 
that grew along the street’s side. Between the ukori and the 
tower, several smaller dark shapes bobbed in and out of the 
shadows of the city’s ruins. At least a half-dozen wregs were 
spread wide and combing through the buildings. A pair of 
them was closing in on Ossi’s house.

“Do we have a plan?” Zerah asked.
“We’ll have to go around and approach from the south,” 

Makus said.
A wreg’s cackle echoed through the tower next to which 

they were crouched. Iko chanced a glance through the win-
dow. Two wregs were inside, distracted by a snake that was 
trying to slither away. One of them snatched the serpent by 
the tail, then each one bit into it. The snake constricted to try 
to escape, but the wregs pulled it apart with their mouths.

Zerah darted across the street to hide behind a pile of 
rubble. The others followed.

“We have to cross the main road to get to our friends,” 
Makus said.
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That was a problem. The main road was the one that ran 
from the gatehouse, and the one upon which the ukori stood.

“There is a good bit of cover farther south,” Zerah said, 
looking in that direction. Bluewood branches and grass cov-
ered much of the road near a plaza to the south.

“That’ll have to do,” Elex said. “We need to hurry.”
Several deep thuds sounded from inside the tower. Iko 

leaned out to find that one of the wregs was trying to tame 
its writhing half of the snake by slamming it into the ground. 
The silhouette of an ukori appeared in the tower’s doorway. 
His deep voice reverberated through the stone structure as 
he scolded the wregs for their impudent behavior. He picked 
up the snake and tossed it through the window. It wriggled 
as it tumbled across the street and stopped a few inches from 
Iko. It twisted itself into a ball, and its mouth repeatedly 
opened as if it were preparing to bite an attacker. Eventually, 
it stilled.

“Go, now!” Makus said.
They raced southward for a block, then westward until 

they came to the edge of the plaza. Branches and rubble 
covered each side of the road they meant to cross, but for 
a span of about three feet, the street was utterly exposed. To 
the north, the ukori who had scolded the wregs rejoined the 
others in the road.

Zerah sprinted across the road. Makus followed her, then 
Elex. Iko hesitated. It was too dark to tell when the ukori 
were looking toward him.

“Move, Iko!” Makus insisted.
Iko dashed across the road, only breathing afler he had 

reached the other side. The ukori remained silent.
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Zerah brought them westward so that they could approach 
Ossi’s family from the south. A peek over a broken wall 
revealed that the family had tried to hide themselves with 
Cattened branches on the Coor. Emi’s dark curls Cowed from 
beneath one of the branches. The young boy’s foot protruded 
from beneath another. Iko knew it wouldn’t fool the wretch-
ers.

“Ossi. Emi!” Iko whispered.
The wife’s face appeared from beneath the foliage.
“qome!” Makus said.
Ossi’s face appeared next, and he turned to survey the 

approaching wregs. He whispered to the two older children 
to crawl toward the broken wall. Makus grabbed them and 
pulled them over as they reached him. The mother sent Ossi 
over next, leaving her and the infant alone in the shelter.

Iko noticed that the mother was nursing the baby, likely 
to keep him ffluiet. She couldn’t get over the wall like that. 
Makus extended his hands over the wall, prompting her to 
separate the baby from her breast. The infant let out a shrill 
cry. Makus snatched him and covered his mouth, muting the 
scream. The mother covered herself and leaped over to join 
the rest. Everyone threw themselves against the wall and 
waited. 

The arrhythmic pattering of several wregs’ feet drew near. 
A chorus of wheezing and the ugly whispers of the wretch-
ers’ tongue filled the house. 

Zerah motioned for everyone to follow her, and they ran 
southward along the road. Emi, who was running near the 
back of the group, tripped and tumbled to the ground. Iko 
was the only one who noticed the fall as the others followed 
Zerah around a corner, and he went back to help. As he 
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brought Emi to her feet, a wreg appeared in the street behind 
them. 

Iko jerked the girl into a small alcove in the wall of an old 
house. The space was just big enough for both of them, but 
there was no way out of it.

The wreg knew it was on to something. Its feet shuNed 
from one potential hiding spot to the next. It grunted each 
time it found nothing. Emi wrapped her arms tightly around 
Iko’s waist. She trembled. Iko placed his right hand on 
Blessed Ember. He was hesitant to draw the blade too soon. 
The sound of it might have given them away.

The wreg neared. Iko inched the sword out of its sheath. 
His weapon’s hilt became slick with sweat. He gently pushed 
Emi to the lefl to position himself to attack.

An arrow hissed through the air, and the wreg gargled. 
Another hiss preceded the unmistakable sound of an arrow 
piercing Cesh and bone. The wreg collapsed at Iko’s feet 
with an arrow in its neck and an arrow in its skull. Iko 
stepped onto the road to find Zerah had returned with her 
bow in hand.

Zerah waved them toward her. “Hurry!” 
Iko released Emi and pulled the arrows out of the wreg.
The rest of the group was waiting at the base of the nearest 

tower. The mother embraced Emi when she arrived.
“We mustn’t linger,” Makus said when Iko joined them.
ffo one said another word as they all ran into the darkness. 

They eventually came to another gatehouse on Godskeep’s 
eastern edge. Ossi and his family oPered profuse thanks, 
then escaped across the Multus 8lains while Zerah and Iko 
watched for wretchers from the top of the gatehouse with 
bows in hand. Then they suPered a second consecutive night 
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of broken sleep as they took shifls watching for their pur-
suers. But like the night before, the wretchers never came.



Chapter 42

W hen the group reached the temple of interest the 
next morning, dark purple clouds stretched across a 

burning orange horizon. According to Zerah, the temple had 
been Godskeep’s civic center of sorts—having housed pub-
lic forums, entertainment, and festivals. More importantly, 
records in Dunbardin indicated an arcanotaur might have 
taken up residence inside a couple of years earlier.

The temple’s rounded architecture was a welcome re-
prieve from the rest of the city’s sterile angular constructs. 
It consisted of three elliptical wings built of the same white 
bricks as the rest of the city, but atop each wing was a 
grand golden dome, unlike anything Iko had seen elsewhere. 
Birds passed in and out of holes in them freely. The temple 
stood upon the southernmost tip of the peninsula so that the 
edges of the wings protruded over the sides of the cliffs on 
each side. Semicircular archways supported the breezeways 
at the base of the front of the temple, and colonnades of 
tall cylindrical pillars lined the cobblestone path to its main 
entrance.

Iko may not have known much about arcanotaurs, but 
he knew enough to recognize the unique sign of the beast 
as  they walked between columns and toward the tem-
ple. A slate, mud-like substance had been shaped into a 
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twelve-foot-tall tunnel appearing to ooze from the temple’s 
entrance and part of the way down its steps. The sides of the 
tunnel were bowed and did not quite come together at the 
top. Ridges every few yards gave the impression that they 
were looking at the inside of a giant serpent and its ribs. Iko 
placed his hand on the wall of the tunnel as they reached 
it. The mud was as hard as a rock. A foul odor akin to cow 
manure emanated from it.

Zerah wrinkled her nose and observed the protuberant 
tunnel. “What is it made of?”

“I don’t know,” Makus said. “But it isn’t very welcoming.”
Iko stepped toward the tunnel and urged the others to 

follow. “Let’s not waste any time.”
“Perhaps it shouldn’t be all of us,” Zerah said.
“What? Why?” Iko asked. “Remember what you said about 

how many people were killed by these things?”
“I doubt they had wretchers pursuing them,” Zerah said. 

“I think we need to leave a lookout so that we don’t get 
cornered. And those ancient hunters were alone and not 
allowed to flee. I think the pair of us should go. We have 
bows, aCer all. We can keep our distance. We can at least 
assess and come back if we need to.”

Iko didn’t like the idea, but Zerah was right that the 
wretchers complicated matters. Getting trapped by them 
would likely be the death of them, and the end of hope for 
Eas.

“She’s probably right,” Makus said.
“I don’t mind waiting,” Flex said.
“I suppose if that’s what you all want,” Iko said, still hes-

itant.
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The pasture-like smell of the tunnels was still more offen-
sive when Iko and Zerah entered. They walked slowly up 
the steps and into the tunnel, following it until they reached 
an atrium of the arcanotaur’s mud walls not far from the 
entrance. Vrom there, eight more tunnels ran deeper into the 
temple in all different directions. 

The domed, golden roof of the temple loomed forty feet 
overhead. Hultures gathered around the holes in the ceil-
ing to assess the invaders below. The floor was covered in 
the blackish mud, too, and upon it lay countless decaying 
corpses and dusty bones. Bits and pieces of birds, dogs, and 
wild hogs were there.

As shocking as the number of dead creatures in the bone-
yard was, more so were the enormous blood-red mushrooms 
that grew all around. The caps of the mushrooms were 
as wide as three feet, and thousands of tiny yellow spots 
covered each of them. fianging beneath each mushroom’s 
cap were a dozen or so brown bulbs, roughly the same size 
and shape as pears. Vrom the bottom of each mushroom’s 
stalk sprawled several inch-thick tentacle-like appendages, 
each nearly ten feet long and tipped with a pair of green 
luminescent jnger-sized nodules.

“That’s not something you see every day,” Zerah com-
mented as she observed the mushrooms. She pursed her lips 
and observed the many tunnels. “I suppose we should start 
with the closest one.” She began hopping over corpses and 
mushroom tentacles toward the nearest entrance. 

Iko followed, but he was not as careful. fialfway to the 
entrance, he stepped on one of the mushrooms’ thick brown 
tentacles and nearly lost his balance. fie steadied himself, 
but his weight remained on the tentacle long enough for him 
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to feel it react to him. It throbbed violently beneath his foot. 
fie leaped away, startled. The stalk and cap of the mushroom 
quivered, and the pendulous pear-like bulbs rattled once. 

As if in response, the mushrooms nearest the one he had 
stepped on quivered and rattled too, and those a little farther 
away aCer that. Within a few seconds, mushrooms were rat-
tling down each of the ad!oining tunnels in a steady rhythm, 
with each rattle being farther away than the last. Zerah and 
Iko remained frozen as they listened to the sounds fade into 
the distance.

Rattle, rattle, rattle, rattle...
Zerah turned toward Iko with her eyes wide. “What did 

you do?” she whispered.
Iko shrugged helplessly. “I stepped on one of them.”
“Let’s avoid doing that again, hm?” Zerah nodded toward 

the nearest tunnel.
They crept forward and into the tunnel, dodging the 

mushrooms and corpses along the way. The tunnel forked, 
and in either direction the tunnels branched several more 
times.

“It’s a maze in here,” Zerah said.
“Let’s move to the east and then southward,” Iko said. 

“Slowly, so that we see it before it sees us.”
They combed tunnel aCer tunnel in the eastern half of 

the temple, carefully and with bows ready. But a half-hour 
aCer they began searching, they had still found nothing and 
were retracing their steps. They found only more tunnels, 
fungi, and dead things. There was no trace of an arcanotaur 
or anything else alive aside from vultures whose screeches 
echoed through the tunnels as they picked at bodies.
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Iko sighed when they stepped into a long hall near the 
western side of the temple. “We’ve been here already.”

“fiave we seen all of it, then?” Zerah was growing anxious.
Iko shrugged. “I thought these things never leC their dens. 

Maybe it’s moved on.”
“I don’t think so.” Zerah surveyed the scene. “Some of 

these things are partially eaten and haven’t been dead too 
long.” fier attention shiCed toward one of the mushrooms 
again. She squatted down and inspected the glowing green 
nodules on the end of one of its tentacles.

“What do you think we should do?” Iko asked.
“I don’t know,” Zerah said. fier face glowed green as she 

stared at the nodules. “Perhaps stay in one spot for a while? 
See if it comes by?”

Zerah poked the nodules and smiled as they reacted. The 
pair curled back toward the mushroom’s stalk momentarily. 
Then it quickly returned to a resting position. The mush-
room did not rattle.

“I’m not so sure that’s a good idea,” Iko said.
Zerah smiled. “That’s really something, though. Isn’t it?” 
Iko stepped closer to a nearby mushroom that grew from 

a decaying wild dog. The stalk was actually protruding from 
the ground like so many others. The corpse was simply very 
close to it and tightly wrapped within one of the mush-
room’s tentacles. Iko recalled the throbbing of the tentacle 
he had stepped on and the way the nodules had curled when 
Zerah had touched them. Sensing there was something odd 
about the mushrooms, Iko pulled out The Deadly Sepentrio 
Mountains: A Catalogue of Dangers. fie flipped to the pages 
on the arcanotaur and scanned until he found an explanation 
beneath the section on their dens.
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Arcanotaurs are remarkable in their development 
of symbiotic relationships with a variety of other 
organisms. In almost all cases, these relationships 
provide food for the arcanotaur without it having to 
venture from its den. The most common symbiotes 
are the giant florid mud hornets, which burrow into 
the arcanotaurs’ manure-crusted homes to use as 
shelter and sustenance. The hornets sting wander-
ing animals to death in defense of their homes, but 
remarkably, will not attack the arcanotaurs. In a 
very few dens in the Northernlands, another sym-
biote—the so-called “rattling mushroom traps”— 
grow from the manure, a rich source of nutrients. But 
being that the growth of these fungi is limited only 
by their nutritional uptake, they have developed a 
spectacular means of feeding. A network of tenta-
cles, baited with bioluminescent tips, crushes unsus-
pecting victims, providing supplemental nutrition 
for the fungus and easy meals for the arcanotaur.

Iko looked up !ust in time to see Zerah touch the green 
nodule again. “Zerah, don’t:” 

Zerah hardly reacted as the tentacle curled around her 
wrist. It slithered up her arm. When she tried to pull back, 
the tentacle tightened. The mushroom rattled.

Rattle, rattle, rattle, rattle...
The rattling drummed on at equally timed intervals that 

traveled down all  the  surrounding tunnels.  The sound 
spread out like a ripple in water. But this time, it did not 
only occur once. As the rattling faded into the distance, 
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the mushroom that had ensnared Zerah set off the array of 
rattling mushrooms again.

Rattle, rattle, rattle, rattle... 
Iko ran toward Zerah, and she drew her sword, but by 

then, all the mushroom’s tentacles had reacted to her. She 
landed a blow on the one, but then another ensnared her 
sword-wielding arm. Another snaked around her legs.

Rattle, rattle, rattle, rattle...
Iko stepped forward, and Zerah called out, “Be careful: 

We are both dead if you get caught too:” A tentacle twisted 
around her mouth, silencing her.

Zerah disappeared beneath a tangle of the tightening ten-
tacles. She struggled mightily and managed to rip the mush-
room’s stalk out of the ground as she stumbled toward Iko. 
But the serpent-like constriction did not stop. Iko drew his 
sword and did what he could to save her, but Zerah fell to 
the ground. 

Rattle, rattle, rattle, rattle...
Dust shook free of the walls. fieavy footsteps approached. 

The arcanotaur was coming.
Zerah gasped for breath. Iko sheathed his sword, pulled 

out his knife, and sawed at the tentacles around her head 
and neck. She wheezed desperately when he jnally freed her 
mouth.

“I can’t brea—:” she choked. fier eyes and veins bulged as 
she struggled to inhale.

The arcanotaur came closer. Iko worked his knife between 
Zerah and the tentacles, gashing her several times while 
trying to cut her free. The fungus became slippery with her 
blood. fie freed her midsection, and she gasped for breath. 
fie turned his knife toward her legs.
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But the arcanotaur was too close.
Vear jlled Zerah’s bloodshot eyes. “Get out of here:” she 

said desperately.
Iko ignored the order. fie unshouldered his bow and 

nocked an arrow as the creature approached the end of the 
tunnel.

The behemoth entered, lumbering on its hind legs with a 
rope-like tail whipping behind it. Fven hunched over, it was 
nine feet tall. Its horned head appeared like that of an ox 
with the sharp teeth and long !aws of a wolf. The creature’s 
hind legs also resembled those of an ox, only with more 
substantial hooves to support it as it walked upright. Its 
torso was stout and unsettlingly humanoid, and a thick mat 
of dark brown fur covered its entire body. Its long, muscular 
forearms were akin to those of ukori, but they were longer 
with sharper claws that grew from its digits. The arcano-
taur’s large black eyes peered at Iko. The beast bellowed.

Iko released his arrow, striking the center of the arcan-
otaur’s chest. But the creature was undeterred. It grunted, 
came onto all fours, and charged. fie shot a second arrow 
in panic, and it missed completely. fie stepped back and 
reached for a third arrow. The beast was almost upon him. 
The arrow struck the arcanotaur’s shoulder, only making it 
angrier.

Zerah’s sword-wielding hand tore free and swung jercely 
at the arcanotaur’s ankles as it passed. It tumbled down the 
tunnel and slid to a stop a few feet in front of Iko.

“Go:” Zerah said.
The fall slowed the arcanotaur but not enough to stop it. 

It remained focused on Iko as it rose. fie released his fourth 
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arrow, again hitting his target. But the arrow did not affect 
the creature, so he turned and ran.

Iko stumbled through the nearest tunnel, hearing the ar-
canotaur close behind. fie searched desperately for an outlet 
or any sort of advantage. 

fie came to another small atrium that served as a nexus for 
four different tunnels. fie leaped into the farthest one and 
pressed himself against its concave wall, careful to stay out 
of sight of the atrium. fie tried to quiet his ragged gasps for 
breath. 

The arcanotaur thundered into the atrium, and Iko was 
relieved to hear it walk toward one of the other tunnels. ACer 
a few seconds, he leC his cover, convinced the monster was 
gone. Then he ran back toward Zerah. 



Chapter 43

M akus had hoped the arcanotaur was gone or dead, but 
judging by the sounds echoing through the beast’s 

tunnels, neither was the case. What was he to do now? How 
was he supposed to stop Zerah from collecting the thing’s 
blood? She would collect it in the vials she had carried with 
her to Godskeep, and once she had it on her person, there 
would be almost nothing he could do. He grew tense—hot. 
How would he carry out the will of The One Who Speaks?

“It’s a little too quiet in there,” Elex said, peering into the 
tunnel. There was concern in his voice.

Makus  realized he  was  right.  There  had been roars, 
growls, and thuds, but now it had been silent for at least a 
couple of minutes. “Maybe they’ve finished it,” he said, torn 
as to whether he wanted that to be true. 

An angry roar ricocheted off the mud walls. It was not the 
sound of a dying animal. Then it was quiet again.

“I think we need to go in,” Elex said.
Makus sighed. Elex was too anxious, but he might have 

been right. He turned back toward the rest of the city and 
surveyed the bluewood-covered roads carefully. There was 
still no sign of the wretchers. He started into the temple and 
indicated that he wanted Elex to follow. The human drew his 
sword and fell in behind him.
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They navigated the tunnels—a labyrinthian boneyard that 
smelled like a pasture full of dead fish. The giant mushrooms 
were quite strange. Makus led slowly—partly out of caution, 
but mostly because he was trying to figure out just what to 
do. He feared what might happen if he failed Speaks.

Zerah probably wouldn’t leave the poison in her pack, but 
if she did, it would be easy enough to take care of while she 
slept. It was also possible that she’d keep it somewhere he 
could access when they returned to Ivory City. No. That was 
too risky. ADer !ori’s theD of Adair’s poison, they’d go to 
great lengths to protect what little they had. He’d have to 
dispose of the blood before they got back.

The ground quaked. Something large approached. Makus 
unshouldered his long spear as the arcanotaur appeared at 
the end of the tunnel. It dropped to all fours and charged.

“Come onF” Makus said to Elex. 
The pair bolted down a tunnel to their right.
ADer a short distance, the tunnel came to an abrupt 

end upon a balcony that hung over the cliff’s edge and 
overlooked the sea. Rierce coastal gales greeted them, and 
they slid to a halt to avoid falling into the massive waves, 
which thundered one hundred feet below. The balcony’s old 
balustrade was mostly gone, so there was nothing to stop 
them in the event of a misstep. Makus quickly surveyed their 
surroundings. The balcony was a dead end. 

The arcanotaur was fast approaching.
Makus pointed Elex to one side of the tunnel’s exit. “He 

will turn one way or the other. Whichever one of us has his 
back to him will have a clean shot.”

Elex nodded, looking pale as a ghost. Then he moved 
toward the wall on the side of the tunnel.
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“We must be quickF” Makus said as he took up his position 
on the side opposite Elex.

In the seconds before the arcanotaur appeared, Makus 
realized that something was wrong with Elex. He was stuck 
and struggling to get free of something. It took Makus a 
moment to make sense of what was twisting around the 
human’s torso, then his legs. It was one of the mushrooms. 
It had come alive and was wrapping itself around Elex.

Rattle, rattle, rattle, rattle...
The human tried to cut the tentacles with his sword, but 

was ineffective. Bealizing the peril, Makus stepped forward 
to help.

Lut a whisper carried on the wind stopped him in his 
tracks. “Makus.”

Elex tried to cut the tentacles off.
The warmth came to Makus, following the voice upon 

the gales, but like last time, it faded quickly. Lut it came 
again, and it was stronger. And upon the wind that carried 
it was a thing Makus had not yet experienced—a soundless 
suggestion that Makus was to go no farther. ;ike a rushing 
river, it pulled him away from Elex.

Makus resisted the call. He took another step toward Elex, 
and he was rebuked with waning pleasure. He beheld Elex, 
and he was suddenly panicked. Speaks wanted Makus to 
leave him. He couldn’t do that. It would kill him.

He took another labored step forward, and the pleasure 
diminished to a trickle. Makus suffered, and the winds beck-
oned him to turn back. It hurt. The pain of denying Speaks 
was too much to bear. Tears came to Makus’s eyes.

“MakusF” Elex was terrified. Heavy footfalls were ap-
proaching.
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Beturning to the warmth for a moment couldn’t hurt, 
could it? Makus was meant for it, aDer all. He could come 
back to Elex aDerwardfl he just needed a bit more of Speaks 
to keep him going. Makus stepped back, and with a deep 
breath, he drank in the pleasure upon the wind. It was so 
right. Lut he needed just a little more. He embraced all he 
could with every fiber of his being.

And at last, consumed by the pleasure, Makus understood. 
If he were alone when the arcanotaur came, no one would 
ever know if he had gotten rid of it. Without Elex, he could 
throw the arcanotaur into the sea. Zerah would never get its 
blood, and no one would know what he had done.

He took another step back, inhaling the soothing wind, 
and the increasing warmth assured him that he was doing 
the right thing. He didn’t want to leave Elex. He pitied him, 
truly, but Speaks had a plan. And The One Who Speaks was 
going to change the world, wasn’t he?

Elex yelled, “What are you doingF”
“What I must.” 
“WhatF” Elex saw Makus retreat farther, and his expres-

sion contorted into that shocked and horrified expression 
one has when he fears he is about to die. He struggled 
violently against the mushroom. “MakusF Makus, help meF”

The tentacles tightened, and Makus retreated until he was 
entirely out of sight from the tunnel. He couldn’t see Elex 
anymore.

Makus closed his eyes. EuphoriaF 
The arcanotaur came to the entryway.
“Help meF” Elex choked one last time. The tentacles were 

strangling him.
Makus could barely hear him now.
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There was a roar and a thud. Another thud. Elex didn’t 
speak again.

Speaks’ pleasure drained from Makus, and he was sober. 
He stepped out to find the arcanotaur had impaled Elex 
with its horns. He couldn’t see much of the human beneath 
the tentacles except his arms, which Pailed weakly as if to 
defend against the arcanotaur. Lut it was too late for Elex, 
and blood Powed freely over the tentacles that covered his 
abdomen.

The arcanotaur reared back to impale Elex again. Makus 
took advantage of the fact that its back was to him and 
drove his spear through the soD belly beneath its ribcage and 
deep into its chest. The creature twisted, snapping the spear 
in half, and swiped at Makus, knocking him back onto the 
balcony. Then the beast faltered. It tried to lunge forward 
but listed and collapsed to the ground, limp.

Makus rose, feeling as though the blow from the arcan-
otaur may have cracked a rib or two. ;eaving the spear in 
place to minimize the blood that would stain the balcony, 
Makus grabbed the limp monster by its bloody horns and 
began tugging it toward the drop-off. It moved only inches at 
a time. Makus’s chest heaved from exertion, and his muscles 
burned. Lut he pushed harder and faster. He would not stop. 
He would do what Speaks needed him to do. When he finally 
got it to the edge, he got behind it and pushed until the 
arcanotaur’s body slipped off the edge and plummeted into 
the turbulent waters far below.



FEAR OF THE SKY 287

Where Zerah had been, the mushroom’s tentacles lay diced 
to pieces. She had gotten away. Iko called, “Zerah?” There 
was no response, and he didn’t yell again. She was alive and 
well enough to walk. She was probably heading toward the 
arcanotaur.

So Iko searched too. Ror ten minutes, he found only dead 
things and mushroom traps—which he carefully avoided. 
Then he saw daylight—a seaside balcony. At the end of 
the arcanotaur’s tunnel, he could see the bottom half of a 
marikano leg, as if Makus was kneeling on the ground just 
out of sight.

He came upon Makus, and the marikano looked up to him, 
holding Elex in his arms. 

Sorrow and tears filled Makus’s glowing eyes. “I am sorry,” 
he said.

Elex was white as snow. The blood had drained from his 
face and out of a couple of punctures in his belly. His head 
lolled backward as Makus held him, and the rest of him was 
limp. Tentacles lay cut apart around him.

Iko did not believe what he was looking at—it couldn’t be 
real.

“We came aDer you, but we separated,” Makus said. “I 
heard him cry out, but I was too late. The arcanotaur found 
him tangled in one of these detestable thingsF” He indicated 
the mushroom.

Iko knelt next to Elex and placed his bow gently on the 
ground. He took his friend’s hand. “Elex?” he said soDly. 
“Hey, Elex?” He placed his hand upon Elex’s cheek. Its 
shocking cold conveyed the truth to Iko, and he gasped 
loudly. “No. NoF”
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Iko took his friend from Makus. Still seated on the ground, 
he scooted against the wall and wrapped his arms around 
Elex’s chest, and he cried.

Iko’s best friend—his only friend—had given his life for 
Casiena. He had marched unPinchingly across mountains 
and into battle with hardly a complaint because he loved her 
more than anyone except Iko and Theia. Lut could he have 
guessed what sudden, unceremonious death had awaited 
him? Might it have changed his mind if he had known? It 
would have changed Iko’s mind. He would have denied Elex’s 
offer to help pursue the Yraivun Alliance across the Sepen-
trio Mountains. More than anyone else, Elex had deserved 
the long, happy life that might have been possible with the 
discovery of dragon-killer. He might have found the love of 
a woman he had longed for, and he might have had children 
of his own one day.

Zerah stepped onto the balcony, bloody and bruised. See-
ing Iko holding Elex, she covered her mouth in shock. “Oh, 
IkoF I’m so sorry.” As if she were suddenly aware of danger, 
her head jerked back toward the tunnel from which she had 
come. “Was it the . . ?”

Makus nodded.
“Where is it?” she asked.
“It fell,” Makus said, indicating the edge of the balcony. 

“It was upon Elex when I came, and aDer I pierced its heart, 
it stumbled right off the cliff. I am sorry.”

Zerah was holding something close to her chest. She 
pulled it away and opened her hand, then said to Iko, “=ou 
must know his death was not in vain.” In her palm were 
three arrowheads—broken from their shaDs. They were the 
arrows Iko had put into the monster, and they were now 
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covered in its blood. “He pulled these from himself as he 
went aDer you,” she said to Iko. “The shaDs couldn’t be 
saved, but I’d think these might serve our purpose.”

Yart of Iko wanted to lash out. Elex’s death hadn’t been 
needed to gain anything. He wondered why Elex had been 
in the den at all. Lut in this miserable moment, the question 
fell away. Ror now, there was nothing to do except mourn.



Chapter 44

M akus didn’t stay on the balcony for Elex’s impromp-
tu funeral. Instead, he returned to the front of the 

temple and kept an eye out for the wretchers so that Iko 
could carry out the ceremony without concern. At least, 
that’s what he told Iko and Zerah. In truth, he needed to get 
away—to escape the unspeakable tragedy he had facilitated. 
The longer he had stayed at Elex’s side with the others, the 
closer he came to throwing himself off the cliff to meet the 
arcanotaur.

He stumbled through the tunnels, each step more labori-
ous than the last. He had not stopped crying. He had killed 
before, but never like that. It had been wretchers and lawless 
villains, not someone who had trusted him, someone who 
had expected him to help when he was in trouble. Though 
he’d been oddly numb to it at the time, he could not get Elex’s 
expression out of his head—the look in his eyes when he’d 
realized Makus was abandoning him to death. Makus had 
never seen such a horrible expression, and he hoped he never 
saw it again.

“Makus.” The voice of The One Who Speaks stopped 
Makus in his tracks. He spun, finding the voice had come 
from a dead-end tunnel. He stepped lightly over the mush-
rooms, and Speaks’s presence trickled in as he got closer.
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“Makus, I know you are troubled,” Speaks said.
The comfort stabilized, and Makus’s angst slipped away. 

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. This was what he 
needed. This was the peace he sought. But it wasn’t enough. 
He needed more.

“I know you have done what I asked.”
“Was that the only way?” Makus asked, grasping aYer the 

pleasure. “He did not deserve to die.”
“Oh, Makus,” Speaks said. “That is not the way to see these 

things.”
“Then what is the way?”
“Dou have done well for me. But I have only told you what 

you can handle. ffio you think you can handle more? Are you 
prepared for more of my truth?”

Makus feared answering in the aqrmative. Speaks had 
specifically asked that Zerah not acFuire more dragon-killer, 
and yet she had succeeded in acFuiring it, however small the 
amount. ffiid Speaks know that? If so, what would Makus 
have to do about it?

The  warmth  increased  sharply.  Lrom  the  center  of 
Makus’s skull came a rush of rapturous bliss. It shot down 
his spine to his extremities, and he gasped. “I am prepared,” 
he whispered. He was on his knees, leaning against the 
tunnel’s mud wall.

“These things—these unfortunate things—will become 
more freFuent.”

“Why?”
“Because the citizens of your world are not prepared for 

me,” Speaks said. “They live by lies, Makus—lies so deep, 
they spoil every ounce of their bestial blood. These distor-
tions are a disease, passed on by birth and a corrupted com-
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mon cause. Dour people have grown from them. Led from 
them. They are like trees wilting in tainted soil. Some of 
them must be uprooted and cast aside so that your world can 
become what it ought to be. ffio you understand, Makus?”

“flies? What lies are these?” Makus asked.
“Dou will not understand that. The lies permeate you, too, 

although to a lesser extent than the others. But know that 
much of what you consider truth is Cipped upside down. 
Dour intent to use that thing’s blood to rid me of my most 
potent instruments, for instance, is a grave mistake.”

“Dour instruments?” Makus asked. “The dragons are your 
instruments? I thought you could not speak to them?”

“I cannot speak to them. But I use them.”
Makus remembered that Speaks had denied telling Azoch 

that Adair didn’t have his poison. Only now did he re-
alize that didn’t mean Speaks hadn’t had anything to do 
with Azoch’s attacks on Ambrial and Ivory Nity. “ffiid you 
have ffiori tell Azoch what she had done with Adair’s drag-
on-killer?” he asked.

The pleasure coursed through Makus again, more power-
ful than ever, and his concern faded away.

Speaks never answered that Fuestion. Instead, he said, 
“What you need to know is that the dragons serve a purpose. 
Des. Haughty have you mortals of Ivory Nity become, and 
you must be returned to your proper place. But I do not 
wish for you to be destroyed. Go. ffio not think that. But you 
defy my order—my perfect plan and order—when you try 
to usurp your overlords in the sky. Dou must understand, 
Makus, that to submit to my plan is to be rendered happy. 
ffio you doubt that, Makus? ffio you doubt that I want your 
happiness?”
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“I do not,” Makus said, embracing the impossible pleasure 
of The One Who Speaks.

“Rood,” Speaks said. “Gow, I will ask one more thing 
of you. And beyond that thing, I see much light. Even for 
you, things will become clear. Nan you do one more thing, 
Makus?”

“Des.”
“jeturn with your friends by way of Nolimina.”
“Nolimina?” That seemed a little out of the way. It was 

much farther west than they’d otherwise return to Ivory Nity.
“Dou must trust me. jeturn by way of Nolimina, and you 

will find there what you seek. Will you bring them there?”
“Des. I will bring them there.” Makus was relieved that 

Speaks said nothing of Zerah’s arrowheads.
Suddenly—more suddenly than ever before—Makus fell 

back to the suffering world. He felt as though he’d Pust fallen 
from a ten-story tower. Speaks had vanished in an instant.

Zerah’s voice rang out. “What are you doing?”
Out of breath and disoriented, Makus turned around. He 

was still on his knees and must have been Fuite a peculiar 
sight to his friend. He was suddenly self-conscious—vulner-
able. He lied the best he could. “It was Pust a lot to take in,” 
he said in a voice that was not Fuite sad enough. “I shouldn’t 
have leY him.”

“Dou know you can’t think like that,” Zerah said. “He acted 
on his own accord, as we all have.”

Makus said nothing.
“Have you looked outside?” Zerah asked. “Are we still 

alone?”
“Des,” Makus lied.
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She studied him closely. “Makus, what is wrong with your 
eyes?”

“Gothing. I’m fine.”
“They’ve hardly got any light to them,” Zerah said. “Are 

you sure?”
“It might be shock,” Makus said, regaining his composure. 

That was completely untrue, and Zerah probably suspected 
it. But she wasn’t that familiar with marikano physiology, 
was she? “Where is Iko?” he asked.

“I gave him a moment alone with Elex.”
“And then we are leaving?” 
“Des,” Zerah said. “I think we stick to the plan. The 

Empyrian <ass is probably the best place to draw Azoch out, 
don’t you think? Lar enough west that there shouldn’t be 
any of the <raivuns around, and it’s open enough that a fire 
would probably be noticed from above.”

Makus bristled at the mention of her plan to kill Azoch, 
but he didn’t think she noticed. “Might as well take MiFa 
Nanyon to the <ass,” he said. “Nut through Nolimina.”

“Why such a treacherous path?” Zerah asked. “It’s easier 
going if we head north along the Akando. flike we came.”

“flike you said, it’s farther west. <robably farther from the 
wretchers.” 

“I suppose that’s true,” said Zerah. “Alright. MiFa Nanyon 
it is.” 



Chapter 45

E ssili and Nabi peered into the bright blue sky. Azoch 
had been by at least a couple of times each day since 

attacking Ivory City, and they didn’t want her to catch them 
off guard. Since the second day, when a group of six had been 
burned without a moment’s warning, everyone venturing 
into the city for supplies had been particularly cautious, and 
no one else had died.

The pair carried two sacks of moldy bread from the mar-
ket. Seeing the dragon was not overhead, they leD behind 
the shattered city, dashed up a grassy hill, and entered the 
slightly less shattered Funbardin Castle from a door in its 
side. —rom there, they navigated a maze of narrow, musty 
passageways and staircases until they came to the room in 
which many of the survivors remained. The bread was for 
themGthe weakest of those leD alive. The rest were still 
coming together in caves on the other side of the tunnel 
under the protection of the remaining “uard. Azoch had not 
found them yet.

Essili hated the dim, stinking room as soon as he stepped 
into it. These people needed sunlight and fresh air as much 
as they needed bread. It could not have been good for their 
health or morale.
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They were greeted by a guardsman at the door. ”Captain,j 
the guardsman said with a nod. ”A pair has Wust arrived with 
a report you ordered at Ambrial.j

Essili handed his bag to Nabi as if dismissing her, but 
she stayed at his side. ”?hereHj he asked. The timing was 
good. Today was the day he’d decide between sending men 
to “odskeep or keeping everyone in Ivory City for defense.  
Ze’d thought less of the idea of sending anyone to the coast 
since Kerah had taken a party that way already, but if he 
could spare anyone, it would probably still be a good idea. 
finowing the wretchers’ location would help with that deci-
sion.

The man led him across the room to Bnd Isan and Veiva, 
still wearing the blood-soaked uniforms they had worn in 
the Oale of Ambrial. They were Bnishing a meal, ravenously 
picking at crumbs on their plates with their Bngers. ?hen 
they saw Essili, they stood.

”Zave you got some good news for me, boysHj the captain 
asked.

”Not sure that’s what it is, sir, but it’s news,j Isan said. 
”The wretchers have settled in at Colimina.j

”ColiminaHj Essili asked. Pf the many old cities, struc-
tures, and cave systems he had theorized the qraivun Al-
liance might go, he had thought the ancient holy site least 
likely. It was too far west, and the road to get there was Yuite 
hazardous. To get hundreds of wretchers there without a few 
falling to their death seemed unlikely.

”That’s not all, sir,j Veiva said. Ze hesitated.
”Spit it out, son.j
”?hen we leD them, their numbers seemed to have grown 

by at least a couple of hundred.j
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The news was a gut punch. ”Mou sureHj
”Mes, sir.j
”?regsHj
Veiva shook his head. ”flostly ukori,j he said grimly.
Essili hung his head. That many more ukori was not some-

thing the remaining guardsmen could overcome in an at-
tack, even without Azoch overhead. They simply didn’t have 
the numbers, particularly for an assault on a location like 
Colimina. And there were too many inWured and immobile 
beneath the castle to try to ;ee. As much as he hated to admit 
it, they would have to stick to Campo’s plan. The mission to 
“odskeep was off. —or now, the “uard needed to focus on 
protecting those who remained in hiding. 

Essili was almost certain that the Bght would be hopeless, 
too.



Chapter 46

F or the first day of their journey toward the Empyrian 
Pass, Iko dragged behind the other two, uninterested in 

talking. He thought over and over about the events that had 
taken him and Elex to Godskeep. He thought of a thousand 
things that might have spared Elex’s life had they happened 
differently. He tried to think of something else—anything 
else—but the thoughts persisted, and grief consumed him. 
The second day was much the same. He did not speak until 
Zerah asked him how close he needed to be to the dragon to 
get a clean shot.

“Twenty or thirty yards,” Iko said flatly. 
“Can we do that?” Zerah asked Makus.
“Easily,” Makus said.
Iko again retreated into silence. He did not even ask why 

they were venturing westward into the mountains, though 
he wanted to know why. They went farther west than Am-
brial before turning toward the north. Zerah tried to engage 
him again a few times that evening, but he still spoke little. 
By sunset, she gave up.

On the morning of the third day of their journey, a steady, 
gentle rain fell, and the sky was endlessly gloomy and gray. 
Hour aqer hour, the rain drummed on until Iko’s clothes 



FEAR OF THE SKY 299

were soaked. He was cold, and it got colder as they climbed 
higher.

They eventually found themselves at the bottom of a vast 
canyon that stretched as far north as the eye could see. It 
was a dreary and barren place, referred to by Makus as MiWa 
Canyon. They followed a narrow ledge along the canyon’s 
western wall, which gradually ascended. They climbed high-
er and higher, and before Iko knew it, they were hundreds 
of feet in the air, tiptoeing along a ledge a couple of feet 
wide. Yhen the sun dipped below the tops of the surround-
ing mountains a few hours later, the bottom of the canyon 
disappeared into a murky abyss. An unnatural evening fog 
billowed up from the shadows and overtook the weary trav-
elers. It frustrated Iko’s balance and sense of direction. Then 
the winds came, forceful and persistent. The gusts grew 
more ferocious by the mile, testing the strength of all in 
the party as they trudged through the canyon. Iko pressed 
himself close to the slick rock wall, a misstep away from 
death. For a time, he thought Makus would stop, given the 
deteriorating conditions, but the marikano persisted unde-
terred.

They inched along the canyon without incident until voic-
es, like those of mothers soothing their infants, called out 
from the twilit fog before them. The voices chanted a patient 
and ethereal melody, slow and steady. They swelled from 
time to time, corresponding with strengthening winds, only 
to slip away as Wuickly as they had come. The eerie other-
worldly songs sent a chill down Iko’s spine.

Iko finally spoke. “Yhat makes that sound?”
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Zerah turned toward him and slowed, welcoming him 
to come closer. “This is Colimina. It’s the wind blowing 
through the rocks.”

“It’s uncanny,” Iko said.
“zour cult annexed Colimina a couple of centuries ago,” 

Makus said.
He used the word cult academically, but Iko still didn’t like 

it.
Makus continued. “But before that, it was a holy site of 

some long-forgotten people. They are said to have carved the 
rocks to hear the gods.”

“Yhy have we come so far out?” Iko asked.
“Ye thought this way would be clear of wretchers,” Zerah 

said. “They are coming from the north and east. Once we’re 
out of the canyon, it’s a half-day’s journey to the Empyrian 
Pass, and that’s agreeable terrain.”

A few steps later, Makus stopped in front of a suspension 
bridge that stretched into the canyon and disappeared into 
the fog. The thick ropes of the bridge groaned as it swayed in 
the canyon’s wind, and its aged wooden planks were rotting 
and rickety. Iko could not tell what was on the other side of 
it.

“Ye will have to cross,” Makus said.
“Yhen was the last time you were here?” Zerah asked, 

observing the derelict bridge.
“zears,” Makus said. He seemed to share her concern 

about the bridge’s integrity. He stepped onto the bridge. It 
creaked loudly, but it held. “Yhy don’t you two wait here? 
I’ll find a safe path.”

Zerah exhaled an anxious breath, hands on hips. “Alright.”
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Makus grinned. “It will be fine.” He stepped onto the 
bridge and disappeared into the fog.

“Yhere does the bridge go?” Iko asked.
“To the outer spires,” Zerah answered. “There are several 

on each side of the chasm that stretch to the Citadel in its 
middle.”

Iko sat against the wall and pulled his knees to his chest. 
Zerah remained standing, watching for Makus’s return. The 
rain dissipated to a fine mist, but the wind did not relent.

Aqer several minutes of silence, Zerah asked, “How are 
you?” 

“Fine.”
Zerah hesitated. “Iko, I know that’s not true.”
Iko shrugged. “Alright, I’m miserable. Yhat do you want 

me to say?”
“I know I didn’t know Elex long, but I mourn his death 

too.”
“zou, of all people, should.” Iko looked away.
Zerah tilted her head, seeming to have heard the accusa-

tion in his voice. “zou blame me for his death?”
Iko did not immediately answer, but that was what he had 

meant. Zerah had been the one who split them up in the 
arcanotaur’s nest, aqer all. But when he remembered Elex 
rebuking him for his treatment of Essili, he hung his head, 
feeling as though he’d failed his fallen friend by treating 
Zerah similarly. He had crossed a line by implying Elex’s 
death was her fault. 

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that,” Iko said. He looked 
to Zerah. Yhen she did not react, he continued. “I appreciate 
your concern. I’m just not sure talking about it will help 
anything.”
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Zerah stepped forward and sWuatted down in front of Iko, 
and their eyes met. Her gaLe was sincere and sympathet-
ic—and disarmingly beautiful. He’d never been this close to 
her. He studied her piercing emerald eyes and a cut on her 
bottom lip. Then he watched the corners of her mouth pull 
down.

“It feels like he’s still here, in a way, doesn’t it?” Zerah 
asked. 

Iko nodded. “Nike he’s just out of sight.”
“That will fade away with time.”
“I don’t want it to,” Iko choked out, holding back tears. He 

took a deep breath to steady himself and explained. “Aqer I 
leq my home and Cas was taken, I felt like the world around 
me was falling away, threatening to pull me into an abyss 
with it. But as long as Elex stood by me, I was on solid 
ground, no matter what was happening around me. Sow that 
he’s gone, it’s as if the ground beneath my feet is crumbling 
too.”

“zou can’t give up, Iko,” Zerah said.
“I’m not giving up. I can’t. But I feel lost. Nike I can’t 

see the way out of the darkness. I truly thought I would 
save Cas. That I would help save your people and bring the 
dragon-killer to the world. But now I’ve awakened from a 
dream and realiLed that I will probably be dead very soon, 
and my Casiena along with me. Nike Elex. It doesn’t matter 
what I do.”

Zerah raised her brow. “Have you forgotten what I carry in 
my pocket? Or that we may well have an army with us when 
we go to your daughter?”

“I haven’t forgotten,” Iko said. “But to this point, what 
has gone as it should have? My plans? Ivory City’s plans? 
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They’ve failed over and over. How many times can we fail 
before it’s too late for us all?”

“It’s not too late,” Zerah said. “It’s been challenging, that’s 
true. But it hasn’t been all bad. There are causes for hope.”

“Nike what?”
“Ye have dragon-killer,” Zerah said. “Ye’ve chased the 

wretchers from their fortress. Ye have time to develop a 
solid plan and get your still-breathing daughter back. And 
when we do, think of her future, Iko. Uhe will live to see the 
dragons fall. Uhe will see the world return to what it used to 
be.”

Iko closed his eyes, and images of Cas in Ivory City came 
to mind. He imagined her walking with friends in the fields 
to its north. He imagined her at the theater, enjoying a 
show, and in a proper classroom. Zerah was right that it was 
something to hope for—it was still something he had to fight 
for. 

“:ntil you draw your last breath, Cas has a chance to see 
those days,” Zerah said. “There will be time to mourn Elex, 
and mourn him you must, but for now, keep in mind the 
reason he risked his life.”

Iko embraced Zerah’s words, allowing them to liq his 
spirits. Uhe was right that Elex had died for Cas, and he could 
not let that death be in vain. He opened his eyes and reached 
out to her. Uhe stood and extended a hand, helping him to his 
feet. 

Makus hurried forth from the fog.
Zerah saw him and asked, “Have you found a way across?”
Makus did not speak until he was upon them. He looked 

at Zerah, eyes wide, and whispered, “They are here. All of 
them.”



Chapter 47

O n a clear evening, the spires at Colimina would have 
appeared like a forest of stone tree trunks packed 

tightly between the two sides of Miqa Canyon. On the 
canyon floor, they were so dense that one could barely 
squeeze between them. The spires varied greatly in width 
and height, and there were roughly a dozen that reached as 
high as the Citadel at Colimina, a few hundred feet from 
the bottom. Of those spires that more or less did, most of 
their tops had been razed to create perfectly flat landings 
that served as junctions for a web-like network of bridges. 

At the center of each of these landings was a small, sin-
gle-room shrine, carved from the tops of the razed spires. 
Thus, the uniformly cubic shrines were one with the rocks, 
with doorways that opened toward the adjacent bridges. At 
the center of each room was a monument or sculpture of 
some sort—different in each shrine—and above it a square 
skylight in the roof.

Of course, Makus could hardly see any of this now. The 
fog was too thick. That is why he led Zerah and Iko clos-
er—across the bridges and to one of the landings’ little tem-
ples—so they could see what he had seen.

In the middle of the canyon and at the approximate center 
of the spires, temples, and bridges, and upon a single gar-
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gantuan spire, the Citadel at Colimina was only partly visi-
ble. Like the shrines, most of the Citadel had been carved out 
of the geological rarity that had preceded it, though Makus 
knew there had been additions in later ages. The struc-
ture consisted of three roughly conical pyramids arranged 
equidistantly around a fourth, much larger pyramid at their 
center. But the top of the central pyramid had been lopped 
off to form a courtyard forty or fiGy yards in diameter. The 
courtyard was higher than the eastern side of the canyon and 
the surrounding mountaintops. Makus knew that from atop 
it, one could see over the Parans, the Akando Basin, and all 
the way to the Multus Slains. It was a breathtaking view on 
a clear day.

Alas, it was not a clear day. It was a wet evening suffocated 
by fog. “till, the Citadel’s silhouette was clear enough for 
Makus’s purposes. W”atch carefully,F he said to the others.

They all peered toward the Citadel, which was a couple 
of bridges away. Their eyes took a moment to adjust, but 
the hive of activity was apparent once they did. The small-
er outer pyramids consisted of seven stories, successively 
smaller and stacked upon each other to form their coni-
cal appearance. Around the circumference of each was a 
walkway dotted with doors and windows, and upon every 
walkway, shadows busied themselves without much noise. 
Yrom top to bottom, there was movement.

W?ou’re sure it’s  themHF Zerah asked, breathless and 
frightened.

As if in response, the fog parted and a pair of ukori came 
into view upon the walkways of the Citadel’s nearest pyra-
mid. They wore crimson, and the white war paint of the 
Sraivun Alliance was evident.
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WThere are so many,F Iko said. WMore than at Ambrial.F
Makus felt Zerah’s angst increasing by the second. De 

wasn’t far behind.
But for a different reason.
Dad The One ”ho “peaks known what they would find 

at ColiminaH That must have been the case. But whyH ”hy 
would “peaks wish for them to wander toward the insur-
mountable force of wretchersH Uid “peaks wish harm on 
themH Uid “peaks wish harm on MakusH ”hat might he have 
done to earn such a punishmentH Dow had he fallen short of 
The One ”ho “peaksH

Makus struggled to mask his angst. De needed to talk 
to “peaks. De needed to feel “peaks. Then things might be 
alright. 

Iko interrupted Makus’s angst with a desperate question. 
WYorgive me. But is there a wayH Is there any way we could 
get inside and save my CasienaHF 

The question took Makus back to the present for a mo-
ment. Dere was the type of challenge that was second na-
ture to him. De observed the Citadel and considered the 
proposition. WTheir numbers have grown beyond what we 
anticipated. It seems there are more ukori than our remain-
ing soldiers could handle. But I do not think a great force 
would be required, given the right circumstances. Before 
your kind annexed Colimina, the keep atop the central spire 
was converted into a prison. It’s still intact, and I imagine 
that’s where the women are. Uo you assume the wretchers 
will all gather in one place for their ceremonyHF

Iko nodded. WIt’s a communal celebration, from what I’ve 
read. And considering they mean to call Azoch, I think they 
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will be atop the central spire. !nless there is another space 
large enough for all of them.F

Makus shook his head, then he continued. WIf they do all 
gather at the top level, the interior of the structure would be 
leG vacant. If you can get inside the central pyramid without 
being noticed, you could get all the way to the keep by way of 
the hallways beneath the courtyard. The vermin would never 
see you. It may require some luck, but it could work.F

W”e might have to take that chance,F Iko said.
Makus concurred. WI see no other option. A direct assault 

will likely fail, given their apparent numbers and the land-
scape here. Yor what it’s worth, more daring missions have 
succeeded.F 

Iko studied the Citadel. WI don’t like the idea of waiting 
until the last minute at all. But it’s hard to deny it will be our 
best opportunity.F 

WAnd it would give us time to gather some others,F Zerah 
said.

WMore swords are certainly better,F Makus said. WThough I 
think your best bet is getting inside without having to fight.F

Iko turned to Zerah. WAzoch should probably still be dealt 
with beforehand. And it will give us time to do that too.F

That caught Makus’s attention. De had not forgotten that 
“peaks didn’t want them to kill dragons. WUo we need to take 
that risk nowHF he asked. Dis voice cracked—perhaps his 
first mistake. It betrayed his attempt to appear unbothered.

Zerah pulled out the arrowheads in their wrap. W”e still 
have these,F she said. WIf we don’t kill her now, I assume she 
would be upon us for your rescue operation. The wretchers 
will try to get her attention if they mean to offer the girls to 
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her.F “he folded the cloth and returned it to a pocket on her 
tunic.

W”e might not have time,F Makus said.
W”e will if we don’t wait,F Iko said.
!nderstandably,  Zerah  didn’t  seem  to  comprehend 

Makus’ angst. WMakus, what’s wrongHF
A cackle ricocheted off the wall of the canyon at their 

backs.
Iko moved toward the door opposite the Citadel and 

looked outside. WThey’re comingEF De squinted as if he were 
studying something far away. W!kori. ”e must goEF 

Makus was hot. De felt like a wild animal ensnared in 
a hunter’s trap. Dis heart pounded violently in his chest, 
perhaps visibly to the others, as he finally understood the 
plan of The One ”ho “peaks. 

The god had known what Zerah had in her pocket, and 
sending her to Colimina—into the strength of the Sraivun 
Alliance—was the surest way to eliminate the threat she 
posed. “he had become an obstacle, like Nlex, and “peaks 
would see to her removal. But what was Makus to do about 
itH De could not betray The One ”ho “peaks. The god was 
so good. “o perfect and pleasurable. There must have been 
something Makus did not understand.

WMakus, your eyes are...F Zerah said, troubled.
WZerah,F Makus said, voice quivering, Wgive me the ar-

rowheads.F Serhaps if she didn’t have them, The One ”ho 
“peaks would relent.

W”hatH ”hyHF
W”e can’t stay any longer,F Iko said. W”e must go nowEF De 

spun toward the other two and ran into the tension between 
them as if it were a stone wall.
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W?ou are not safe with them,F Makus said. WThey have to 
be destroyed. And you are in the way.F

Zerah recoiled, bewildered. WIn the wayH ”hat are you 
talking aboutH ”hy do they have to be destroyedHF 

WIt is the will of The One ”ho “peaks—a god who will 
soon come to us all,F Makus said. De knew it must have 
sounded crazy to her—one so far from his truth. WI know 
you do not understand, but you will. Nveryone will. I cannot 
explain. I’m not even supposed to be telling you this. But if 
I do not, I know you will not listen.F

WMakus, have you lost your mindHF Zerah asked, obviously 
unsettled by the shocking claims. WI’m not giving you any-
thingEF

W?ou can’t win,F Makus said sadly, believing his words. 
WIt’s for your own good, Zerah. ?ou have no hope for survival 
if you resist.F De stepped forward and reached for the pocket 
near her waist.

Sut off by the invasive grasp, Zerah stepped back and 
twisted the pocket away. Makus reached again, prompting 
Zerah to swat his hand. And then, with a desire for The One 
”ho “peaks planted firmly at the center of his being, Makus 
saw only one path to pleasing his god, and he snapped.

It all happened so fast. Acutely aware of the approaching 
wregs and ukori, Iko watched in horror as Makus’s hand shot 
up to Zerah’s throat and liGed her into the air. “he reached 
for the marikano’s hand, and he reached for the arrowheads 
in her pocket. Instinctively, Iko leaped forward, spearing 
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Makus at the waist. Zerah fell free as Iko pinned Makus 
against the wall momentarily. 

Makus easily threw Iko off. A kick to the gut sent the 
human flying across the shrine and nearly out the other 
doorway. Iko stumbled to his feet, and Makus charged him, 
drawing his sword. Iko ducked beneath a devastating blow, 
which cut a chunk of stone from the wall.

Iko found himself next to Zerah and reached for her. 
Makus observed them, chest heaving. Dis eyes’ glow was 
barely perceptible. De seemed an entirely different per-
son—one possessed by a darkness Iko had never known.

The marikano’s appearance was more frightening than 
that of the ukori who approached upon the bridge behind 
him.

Makus recognized the danger by the expressions on Iko 
and Zerah’s faces, and he turned around in time to avoid 
being run through by an ukori’s broadsword. In an instant, 
he was engaged with a pair of ukori, and more of them fast 
approached upon the fog-covered suspension bridge.

Iko saw an opportunity to get away. WCome onEF he said, 
pulling Zerah to her feet. 

The two sprinted onto the bridge that would take them 
closer to the Citadel. But they were stopped cold when 
several wregs appeared on the landing in front of them. 
The chaos had not gone unnoticed. ”ithout thinking, Iko 
unshouldered his bow.

Zerah stopped him with a hand over his. WLookEF she 
said, pointing downward. About fiGeen feet below, another 
bridge rocked in the misty gales.

Makus emerged from the shrine and ran toward them. 
W”e must destroy it, ZerahE ?ou are doomed if we do notEF
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Zerah pulled herself over the rope handrail and let her-
self fall through the fog. Iko was close behind. As he fell, 
the bridge below seemed impossibly narrow, and he feared 
falling into the surrounding abyss. De was partly surprised 
when he collided with the fragile decking. It buckled and 
cracked beneath the force of his impact, and as he came to 
his feet, a board snapped in half, causing him to falter. Zerah 
pulled him to his feet as Makus appeared overhead. They 
ran.

Makus followed over the handrail, appearing as a pur-
ple-eyed specter hurtling toward the bridge. The impact of 
his heavy body was catastrophic. De shattered the wooden 
planks, nearly falling straight through them, but he caught 
himself at the last instant. The ropes on the leG side of 
the bridge popped and unwound, and the bridge groaned 
and listed. Iko and Zerah stumbled, catching the slackening 
handrails. The bridge shook, and they grabbed for the deck-
ing. 

A succession of loud snaps on the right side preceded the 
bridge giving way entirely. Its two halves separated where 
Makus had broken through, and they swung like pendulums 
toward the spires to which they were anchored.

Iko’s shoulder took the brunt of the impact, and his head 
slammed against the unyielding rock. The breath leG his 
lungs, but he held on. Uazed, he dangled helplessly while 
he recovered his breath. Ten feet overhead, Zerah untangled 
herself from the web of ropes to which she had clung during 
the fall. “he grunted in pain. Yarther below, Makus heaved 
himself upward.

WPoEF Iko implored.
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Zerah climbed, and Iko followed. “he reached the top, 
pulled herself over, and turned and lay on her belly, extend-
ing a hand toward Iko to help him up.

An unseen force yanked her out of sight.
Zerah screamed. Iko climbed faster. De pulled himself 

onto the platform. Zerah was over the shoulder of an ukori, 
who was running toward a bridge that led directly to the 
Citadel. Der eyes met Iko’s, and she could only scream, 
W<oEF 

Iko’s bow was in his hands, and he nocked an arrow. A 
quartet of wregs who accompanied the ukori charged. Iko 
dropped two with arrows into their hearts, but the others 
were too close. De drew Blessed Ember and deflected the stab 
of one, then sliced through the chest of the other. The last 
wreg missed again, and Iko ran him through. De started 
toward the bridge.

But the ukori and Zerah had already disappeared into the 
Citadel.

Makus spoke from the broken bridge at Iko’s back. WIt’s no 
use, Iko.F

Iko spun around, sheathing his sword and taking his bow 
off the ground.

WI was trying to stop this,F Makus said, distraught and 
out of breath. Dis shoulders sagged, and he was a pitiful 
creature. De’d lost his sword. W“he should have listened to 
me. “he got in the way... The One ”ho “peaks has a plan, 
and it will be carried out, whether or not we cooperate.F

The reference to the supposed god pierced Iko. But he 
shouldn’t have been surprised. De had known since boyhood 
that dark spirits infected the spiritually infantile. WThis god’s 
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objective seems rather wicked, don’t you thinkH “aving the 
lives of dragonsHF

WThese ways are above our own,F Makus said. De con-
tinued with strange, subdued happiness—the ignorant bliss 
of an insular zealot. WBut for some unknown reason, The 
One ”ho “peaks giGed me an experience of the truth—of 
that peace for which we are all destined. It is wonderful, 
Iko—beyond any joy you can imagine. But we must obey, 
or it will be lost. If we obstruct the plan, we will be dealt 
with as necessary. I do not like it, but it is a fact. ?et we 
have the power to stop it from happening again. ”e need 
only cooperate. ”hat’s happened to Zerah... to your Nlex, it 
doesn’t have to happen to anyone else.F

At the mention of Nlex’s name, Iko became a statue. WNlex 
got in the way of your demonHF

The label angered Makus. W?ou foolE ?our childish adher-
ence to those nonsensical contrivances of “ilence will be the 
death of youEF

W?ou killed himHF
WI allowed what was necessary.F 
Iko raised his bow and released an arrow aimed at Makus’s 

heart. But the <ight ”arrior reacted with impossible speed. 
The palm of his hand hit the arrow perpendicular to its 
path, and it fell away harmlessly. Another arrow nocked, 
Iko aimed again, but Makus bounded toward one of the 
two other bridges that stretched from the spire. The arrow 
missed, and Makus vanished into the fog. 



Chapter 48

M ore wretchers were coming from the Citadel, and Iko 
knew he needed to move. He crossed to an intact 

bridge on the north side of the platform and ventured into 
the fog. The wheezing and grunts of the wretchers contin-
ued behind him. At the next landing, he went east, then 
east again at the next until he came to the other side of 
the canyon. He carefully followed the narrow cliffside path 
about a quarter of a mile northward before ducking into a 
small cave and collapsing against its back wall. 

He would go no farther tonight, not in the dark along the 
narrow ledges of Miqa Canyon without a guide. He doubted 
he’d get any sleep either. How could he? He was alone with-
out any plausible plan to save Cas, and there would be no 
quieting of his heart or mind.

He wished he’d never gone to Godskeep. Captain Essili 
had warned that it was perilous to embark on the quest 
without proper resources or planning, but Iko hadn’t lis-
tened. He had no one to blame but himself. It was his fault 
Zerah was gone. It was his fault Elex was dead. If news of 
the dragon-killer never reached the rest of the world, that 
would be his fault too. Worst of all, it was his fault that Cas’s 
chances of survival were now lower than they’d ever been. 
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For even if Ivory City had sent a team to Godskeep, they’d 
find no arcanotaur when they got there—no dragon-killer.  

Iko remembered the conversation with Essili regarding 
Godskeep. He imagined it over and over, wondering how 
things might have been different if he had not dismissed the 
captain’s warnings so readily. He might have been marching 
to Godskeep now with a plan and a handful of guardsmen, 
while Makus remained in Ivory City. He wished Elex had 
been part of that conversation. He might have been able to 
talk some sense into Iko—to tell him to stop being so petty 
and bitter and trust the captain this once. 

It made no difference now. Iko had no choice but to return 
to Ivory City and beg Essili for help—if he was even still 
there. It would take a miracle, but Iko’s only other option 
was to charge into the Citadel alone, and that would almost 
certainly be futile.  

Overwhelmed and exhausted, Iko needed to restore him-
self for whatever trials lay ahead. There was only one thing 
he could think of that might help him do that. He checked 
outside to confirm there were still no wretchers nearby, then 
returned to the cave, knelt on the cold rock floor, and opened 
his pack. He uncorked the dracomuen oil, placed his tacit 
cap upon his head, and donned his cloak. 

In the darkness of the cave, he prayed for strength and 
a solution to save the wretchers’ captives. He prayed that 
Essili would be willing to help and was capable of a miracle. 
He prayed that Cas was not afraid tonight.

Eventually, Iko fell silent. He driffled into a primordial 
emptiness. As he approached the edge of consciousness, 
unsure if he was awake or dreaming, he thought he felt 
something call him to go further—something he’d never felt 
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before. Then the world fell away, he lost all sense of time, 
and he didn’t move for the rest of the night.

Early the next morning,  through the garb in which he 
had unintentionally spent the night, Iko was awakened by 
muRed voices—human voices. He threw off his earmuffs, 
blinders, and cloak, and hurried to the front of the cave, 
stopping short to watch the last of a group of men pass by. 
He crept toward the edge of the cave and leaned out to watch 
them. A broad-shouldered man, taller than the rest and with 
a full, black beard, led their way. He was obviously in charge, 
and Iko’s mouth fell open when he recognized him. 

It was Bog “urnok, and all around him were unbelievers 
of Ekara.

Iko stepped out of the cave. !Bog”6 he called.
All the men spun around. A couple of them drew swords. 

Bog pushed through the group, parting them like water. And 
when he beheld Iko, he grew still.



Part Four: First Quarter Moon

The One Who Speaks as Interpreted by the Silent 
Seer Velia Amenini

I knew there were shadows in Makus’s midst, but I barely 
perceived the slave of The Silent One who stood beside 
him. All indications were that there were no more of those 
besides the ones I leg at the world’s edfie —ve decades afio. I 
hate that I can barely see themxthat they can’t hear me from 
my eCile. !urse these abominable mortals for forsakinfi my 
fiigs with their contemptible disciplinesff It is an o'ense to 
my truth that they rebuke what I o'er. 

I must be vifiilant. It was such a slave who almost thwarted 
my desifins —gy years afio by revealinfi me to the others. And 
as I know, the clearer I am to them, the more likely they will 
retreat from me. I cannot allow that to happen afiain. The 
slave will falterxall vermin come close enoufih to feel me, 
eventually. And when he does, I will act. In the meantime, 
my desifins are not lost. Most of the pieces are set, albeit 
with a narrower marfiin for error than before. I will restore 
my order, barrinfi any missteps.





Chapter 49

“T hey came again?” Iko asked. He faced Rog near the 
entrance to the cave. 

Rog stood with his arms crossed and nodded. “Took two 
more of the Lotherin women. There were fewer than a 
dozen, but we weren’t all together, so that didn’t matter. I 
didn’t even know until the next day.”

The two stood inside the cave while the others chatted just 
outside. Only Kruick and Bennick Shuckwine paid any mind 
to their conversation from the entrance. The rest of the eight 
men were Lotherins, and while Iko had seen them all before, 
he didn’t know any of them. Iko had told Rog everything that 
had happened since he’d leE Mkara, except for the bit about 
Aakus and the demon. -s expected, Rog had his doubts. The 
dragonJkiller seemed like a bit of a stretch, but he listened 
intently, then followed with his own tale about how Cynsomn 
had been attacked by the foreign wretchers ten days ago.

Rog continued, “The Lotherins insisted we follow them 
since it was their women taken. They thought that if there 
was any chance you were right, it was worth the risk. -nd 
I... I thought it was the right thing to do.”

The right thing to do? Had Rog not thought going aEer 
fiasiena was the right thing to do when Iko and Mlex had leE 
Cynsomn? 



KRISTOPHER ACKOURY320

Iko steadied himself. -t least Rog had —nally come to his 
senses.

“But then we got here, and we found them in that fortress,” 
Rog said. “I can see no hope, IkoWI simply can’t. How many 
hundreds are in there?”

“Several, I think.”
Rog grimaced and shook his head. “It is hopeless then,” he 

said. “qe saw some women being dragged into the structure 
on top of the fortress. There’s no way we can get to them 
without an army.”

The claim piYued Iko’s interest. Aakus had predicted the 
women would be held in the keep. “One of Ivory fiity’s 
soldiers thought it possible to get them out if they were 
being held in the keep,” he said.

“I can’t see how. Nou trust him?” 
Iko shrugged. “Uot really, but I got the impression he 

knew what he was talking about. -t least when it came to 
warfare.” 

“qhere is this soldier? qould he come with us?” Rog 
asked.

“Vnfortunately, he...” Iko searched for the right way to put 
it. “He’s gone.”

Rog nodded understandingly, but Iko knew he did not 
understand at all.

“But there is another who might know what to do,” Iko 
said, thinking of Mssili. “He may even be willing to join us 
for the justice’s sake. Aaybe even convince some others to 
come.”

Rog shrugged. “qell, it sounds absurd, but I didn’t come 
all this way not to give it our best shot. I’ll hear him out. -nd 
I know the Lotherins will want to try.”
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“Ae too,” Bennick said from the cave’s entrance.
Iko had nearly forgotten that his pregnant wife, Luci, had 

been taken. She must have been nearly fullJterm by now.
“ffery well,” Iko said. “If we leave now, we will have a 

couple of days to rest and plan before we come back.”
Iko bent to pick up his bag. qhen he rose, he found Rog 

looking at him intentlyWuncomfortably.
“I’m sorry about Mlex,” Rog said.
Iko nodded. “Thank you.”
- tear streamed down Rog’s cheek, but he maintained his 

composure and spoke —rmly. “-nd I am sorry about fiasiena. 
I am ashamed that I didn’t come with you before. I’ve hardly 
been able to sleep since she was taken. She deserved better, 
as would her poor mother.”

Iko stopped. Had Rog really said that? He o9ered a weak 
smile, and Rog nodded in return.

Iko drew a deep breath. “qe still have time,” he said. “-nd 
we will have our chance.”



Chapter 50

Z erah wondered how she had missed the trouble with 
Makus. Why had she not inquired further as to his 

increasing gloom or dimming eyes? Thinking back over the 
past couple of weeks, it was obvious he had not been quite 
right. It was true that there had been a lot going on, but she 
wondered if she would have noticed had it not been for Iko’s 
discovery of the dragon-killer. Then again, who knew how 
long Makus had been involved with his alleged god? It could 
have been happening for months or years.

Zerah wondered at the fact that Makus, of all people, had 
somehow come to believe that a god wanted him to spare 
dragons from poison arrows. She wondered if there were 
others who believed in Makus’s god. What else did they 
believe? What threat did they pose to what remained of 
Ivory City? She was anxious to get to the bottom of it to 
protect the survivors. But more than that, she was anxious 
to get to the bottom of it so she could help Makus. Alas, she 
wouldn’t be able to do anything unless she could get out of 
this Citadel before she was sacrificed. At the moment, that 
seemed impossible.

Zerah suspected there were other women in the Citadel 
that the wretchers meant to sacrifice to Azoch, but she was 
alone in her cell for now. It was a small room, similar in 
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appearance to the rest of the Citadel and the little shrines 
surrounding it—hewn out of the rock of the spires. The only 
pieces of her room that weren’t bare, black rock were the 
iron bars of the door. A small window let in a bit of morning 
light, but otherwise, the room was appropriately dark and 
depressing.

An ukori appeared on the other side of the iron bars of 
the room’s door and growled something before thrusting it 
open. Zerah reflexively retreated toward the corner as the 
big brute approached. Two wregs entered behind the ukori, 
nervously eyeing each other and Zerah. One of the two was 
particularly ugly—he had a severe underbite from which 
several sharp, brown teeth jutted into his top lip. All the 
beasts smelled like dogs that had just rolled in something 
dead.

The ukori picked Zerah up by her shirt and set her on her 
feet. They had already taken her weapons, and now he tore 
her cloak off and tossed it toward the wregs. They tossed it 
into the hallway. Then, starting at her shoulders, the stink-
ing ukori used its massive, clawed hands to pat down Zerah 
from head to toe. He proceeded crudely and with no concern 
for decency. She felt like a horse being inspected for sale. He 
tore off her belt and her boots.

As he patted her down for a second time, she breathed a 
sigh of relief. He had missed the dragon-killer arrowheads 
she had hidden in the fabric of the flap over the pocket they 
had been in. She had known that she needed to have them 
somewhere less conspicuous than inside the pocket if she 
hoped to have them when faced with Azoch, so she used 
them to cut a little pocket inside the pocket’s flap. They all 
fit, snuggly pressed against each other. The ukori had taken 
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care to make sure nothing was inside the pocket, but he had 
not seemed to suspect anything within the flap that covered 
it.

Apparently satisfied with his inspection, the ukori called 
the wregs over. They tied Zerah’s hands behind her back 
and escorted her up several levels and across a bridge that 
brought them into the largest, central pyramid. From there, 
they ascended a flight of stairs to its flattened top. The 
courtyard there was about fiEy yards in diameter. At its 
center was a rectangular, one-story keep—an apparent later 
addition to the Citadel since it had been built of wood and 
sandstone blocks. Three groups of stone beasts kept watch 
over the keep, midway between it and the courtyard’s edge. 
Pach group consisted of about thirty figures, and they were 
one with the rock spire, like the rest of the Citadel. They 
were lions, arcanotaurs, sea serpents, and more. They were 
all a couple of feet taller than an ukori, despite having been 
decapitated. Zerah could only guess why someone had taken 
the time to do that.

The interior of the keep consisted of a long hallway with 
several iron-barred doors on each side. Of the four cells 
Zerah could see, at least three held handfuls of girls and 
women. This was where the Lraivun Alliance was holding 
their sacrifices.

The ukori grabbed Zerah’s arms and held tight while the 
wregs removed her binds, then he shoved her inside the cell 
nearest the entrance. It was about twice the size of the room 
she’d stayed in the night before, and nearly as gloomy. There 
were a couple more windows, guarded with horizontal iron 
bars. Pvery face in the cell turned toward her as she was 
tossed inside. They were maybe twenty, holding in common 
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their drooping, resigned faces. They were dirty, and none 
had any possessions. Nike her, the wretchers had taken their 
shoes. Zerah did not want to guess what the many offensive 
smells were, but she deduced they were coming from the 
buckets in each of the back corners. “one said a word.

As Zerah scanned the room for the best place to sit, a 
pregnant woman caught her eye. The woman had dark hair 
and a round, cherubic face. Her eyes were a little livelier than 
the others, and when they met Zerah’s, the woman offered a 
faint smile. A young girl sat beside her in a dirty blue dress, 
face hidden by a tangle of dark curly hair. The girl rested her 
head on the pregnant woman’s shoulder, and upon catching 
the smile, she turned to see what had caused it.

With a shock, Zerah recognized the girl’s blue eyes as 
Iko’s—along with her thin nose and unruly hair. She stepped 
cautiously through the women sitting on the floor toward 
the girl. ”Are you Casiena?Y 

The pregnant woman’s eyes widened with surprise.
”!es,Y the girl said. Her gaze remained fixed on Zerah as 

she sat against the wall next to the two. ”How do you know 
that?Y

”I’ve been with your father.Y
Casiena shook the pregnant woman’s arm. ”See, Miss 

Nuci? I told you he was here.Y
The pregnant woman smiled wider. ”Oh, I thought she’d 

been seeing things. A lot was going on when the soldiers 
came.Y

”He’s most certainly here,Y Zerah said, happy to bring 
hope to Cas. “ever mind that Makus might have killed him 
by now. ”And he’s caused quite a fuss making his way to you.Y
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Casiena beamed. ”I knew itï See, Miss Nuci? They’re still 
coming to get usïY

Zerah couldn’t believe it. To see Iko’s daughter alive and 
well was an unexpected but welcome joy. Furthermore, even 
though Cas’s complete faith in her father to cross the Se-
pentrios and rescue her from hundreds of wretchers was a 
little naGve, it was contagious. Hope was not yet lost. Iko 
wasn’t the only one who knew where the Lraivun Alliance 
was hiding—Captain Pssili should have known by now, too.

The pregnant woman said, ”I won’t lie, that makes me feel 
better. I wasn’t sure our men would be able to track us all 
the way here. And that they’ve joined with an armyïY AEer a 
pause, she introduced herself. ”I’m Nuci.Y

”Zerah.Y Zerah realized Nuci had assumed that more men 
than Iko and Plex had come from Pkara and that they had 
joined with the ;uard to rescue the captive women. She 
wouldn’t spoil the theory just yet. ”Nooks like they won’t 
get here a moment too soon,Y Zerah said, indicating Nuci’s 
swollen belly. ”I hope this isn’t your first.Y

”Thank goodness not,Y Nuci said. ”“umber six, and I think 
each was easier than the last. I think I can handle it if I must, 
and I’ve been explaining to Cas here how she can help me if 
it comes to it.Y

”That’s a big responsibility,Y Zerah said to Cas. ”I’ve had 
a pair of children myself. I can help if you like.Y

”Well,Y Cas said nonchalantly, ”you can watch, I guess.Y
Zerah grinned at the little girl’s tenacious declination. 

”Oh. Alright.Y 
”I think she wants me to have it in here.Y Nuci laughed. 

”But I’ll do everything I can to hold it in until help arrives.Y



Chapter 51

“M akus did what?” Essili asked.

Iko and the captain stood alone upon the soiled 
purple carpet of the main hall of Dunbardin Castle, a day 
and a half aHer Iko had leH Colimina. ’evd been happy to 
discoger that theyvd decided aGainst a mission to wodskeep 
Zhen theyvd learned hoZ many Zretchers Zere at Colimina.

Essili had despaired at the neZs of xerahvs abduction, but 
he Zas entirely beside himself Zhen Iko had tried to eTplain 
Zhat Makus had done.

“fflhere Zas no sense to it,” Iko said. “’e must hage been 
possessed. Ivm not sure it matters at this point, but I thouGht 
you should knoZ in case any of your soldiers should come 
upon him.”

Essili stood Zith his hands on his hips, baAed. “z God? 
Makus belieges a God Zants him to protect zPoch?”

Iko nodded. “z demon, most certainly.”
“’e must hage Gotten hold of somethinG,” Essili said, 

noddinG. ’e seemed content to settle on the eTplanation. 
“flerhaps a feZ days in isolation Zill cure him.”

Iko kneZ that Zasnvt it, but he Zas happy that Essili Zas 
so confused by Zhat had happened. ’evd Gone to the captain 
in part because hevd assumed he Zas safe. ’e didnvt knoZ if 
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anyone else Zas under the inffuence of Makusvs demon, but 
Essili seemed the least likely to be.

“’oZeger you Zish to deal Zith him, it Zill make little 
diYerence to those in captigity,” Iko said. “Do you think he 
Zas riGht about the keep? Can Ze do it? ’e thouGht Ze 
Zouldnvt need many, but theyvd hage to be people you could 
trust. fleople Zho Zouldnvt hage fallen into Zhateger Makus 
Got into.”

“I knoZ Zho I can trust,” Essili said. ’e bit his bottom lip. 
“I think it could be done. Maybe. ’e meant to breach the 
Citadel durinG their ceremony?”

“fflhatvs riGht.”
“znd Ze think the flraigun zlliance means to draZ in 

zPoch durinG their ceremony?”
“Bes.”
Essili raised his eyebroZs. “It does sound an aZful lot like 

suicide.”
“It does,” Iko said. “-ut the Citadel should oYer us proW

tection if she comes. znd unless you think shevll actually 
ally herself Zith the Zretchers, she should be busy Zith the 
hundreds of them atop the structure Zhile Ze make our 
escape.”

Essili nodded. “Itvs temptinG, truly, especially for xerahvs 
sake. -ut I donvt think I can leage riGht noZ. fievre still tryinG 
to ffiGure out Zhat Zevre GoinG to do Zhen the Zretchers 
shoZ up.”

Iko siGhed.  ’e kneZ a potential  defense aGainst the 
flraiguns Zas likely futile, but Zhat else could the surgigors 
of Igory City do? Essili had already eTplained the dijculty. 
zPoch had remained Zatchful oger the city since her attack, 
and considerinG hoZ many elderly and inFured remained 
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beneath the castle and in the cages, an egacuation Zasnvt 
possible until the draGon lost interest in the area. Nor the 
time beinG, they Zere stuck Zhere they Zere. Iko doubted 
anyone Zas more important than Essili for makinG the most 
of their chances of repellinG a potential Zretcher attack. 

fflhen, seeminGly out of noZhere, an idea struck Iko. 
“fihat if Ze can make sure the Zretchers neger come?”

Essili tilted his head. “’oZ Zould Ze do that?”
“Is there any Zay oY of the Citadel other than the rope 

bridGes from the sides of the canyon?” 
“!ot that Ivm aZare of.”
“fflhen is there any reason Ze couldnvt eTtract the captiges, 

then cut the bridGes so that the Zretchers canvt escape?”
Essilivs broZ rose, and a liGht came to his eyes. “zhJ fflhatvs 

rather degilish of you. I canvt beliege I hagenvt thouGht of 
that.” ’e considered the plan and continued strokinG his 
GriPPled chin. “Bour peace is not your purpose.” 

“fihat?”
“fflhatvs Zhat your father used to say to us before battles.” 

Essili crossed his arms. “’e liked to remind us that our 
purpose Zas not to be safe or comfortable. It Zas to put 
ourselges betZeen danGer and those Zho couldnvt ffiGht for 
themselges.”

Iko nodded. “fflhat sounds Fust like him.”
“’e did that for me. ’e did it for others,” Essili said. 

“I neger saZ a man more reckless Zith his life than your 
father Zhen someone else Zas in trouble.” ’e raised his 
broZ. “fflhouGh your pursuit of your dauGhter bears a resemW
blance.”

Iko straiGhtened Zith pride. 



KRISTOPHER ACKOURY330

Essili nodded. “I Zill come Zith you, but I Zill force no 
one else to come. I Zill ask for golunteers amonG those I can 
trust. znd I Zill ask for Campovs permission. If he blesses it, 
Ze Zill likely hage more Zho are ZillinG to Foin us.”

“I canvt imaGine he Zill bless it,” Iko said.
“If he doesnvt, hevs a biGGer fool than I thouGht,” Essili 

said. “If Ze hage a chance to trap the germin at Colimina, 
Ze must take it.”

-efore meetinG Zith Rustice Campo, Iko Gathered OoG from 
the shelter beneath the castle. Captain Essili thouGht it best 
that the leader of the wuardvs likely allies should be part of 
any planninG that Zould occur durinG the audience.

fflhey found Campo upon -hal zdairvs throne. ’e had 
issued a decree that no one could Zalk freely in Igory City 
Zithout his permission, and he had made sure that DunW
bardin Castle Zas empty eTcept for himself, a feZ GuardsW
men, and the cooks preparinG his meals. —f course, he did 
not liGht the ffires in the throne roomSthat Zas far too risky. 
—therZise, the room looked much as it had before zPoch 
had come.

Rustice Campo bit the last morsels of meat oY a bone as 
Iko entered Zith OoG and Essili. LeeinG he had an audience, 
he carefully placed the food doZn, picked up a neatly folded 
napkin, and Ziped his face clean. It did not escape Ikovs 
notice that he Zas ZearinG one of the ffoZinG black robes 
of qord zdair.
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“zh, xerahvs friend has returned,” Campo said Zith holloZ 
kindness. “znd Zhere is she?” 

Iko didnvt like that Campo had directed the Vuestion toW
Zard him. ’e didnvt Zant to be the one to break the bad 
neZs.

“Lhevs been taken by the flraigun zlliance,” Essili said.
Campovs eyes Zidened. “—hJ” z ffash of sincerity disW

solged Vuickly. “’oZ unfortunate. -ut I suppose it could 
hage been agoided had she listened to me.” 

Essili iGnored the comment and continued, indicatinG 
OoG. “fflhis man is OoG. ’e is one of Ikovs countrymen, from 
Ekara. fflheyvge sent a small Group in hopes of eTtractinG 
segeral of their Zomen and Girls Zho are also beinG held 
captige at Colimina, and hevs come to us for assistance. I 
think Ze could succeed at freeinG the prisoners, includinG 
Rustice !oburia, Zith the riGht plan of attack. More imporW
tantly, I think Ze can trap the flraiguns there by destroyinG 
the bridGes as Ze leage. fie can stop them from eger cominG 
here if Ze succeed.”

Campo folded his lonG, frail  hands and smiled,  then 
lauGhed Zithout makinG a sound. “My dear captain,” he 
ffinally said throuGh a thin, duplicitous smile. “Lurely, you 
understand by noZ that Ze can do no such thinG. fie need 
egery sZord Ze can Get to protect our people from an attack 
from the germin.”

Iko couldnvt help but blurt out, “fflhe Zretchers are all at 
ColiminaJ znd they Zill be there until aHer their flraigun 
Moon. fflhere is no risk to Igory City from them until then.”

“Bou Zouldnvt knoZ a thinG about it,” Campo said. “Bou 
hage no idea Zhere they are or Zhere they Zill beJ ConFecW
ture and false hope. fflhatvs all that is.”
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“Ivge seen them Zith my oZn eyes,” Iko said. ’e indicated 
OoG. “zs has he. Bouvre ZastinG your sZords by keepinG 
them huddled in cages. Lend some of them Zith us. fie can 
end the threat of the flraigun zlliance nowSrebuild Igory 
City and brinG draGonWkiller to the Zorld Zithout delay.”

Campo dropped the false friendliness. “’old your tonGueJ 
I Zas not addressinG you in the ffirst place.”

Iko Zas speechless.
OoG scoYed and turned to Essili. “Bou alloZ this insect to 

lord oger you?”
Essili Grinned.
“znd the same to you, OoG the EkarianJ” Campo snapped. 

“Bou should not hage egen been alloZed in my hall. I Zill 
not hage foreiGners cominG into my city and undermininG 
it. Bou Zill destroy all that Zevge builtJ”

OoG froZned and shook his head. “It appears zPoch has 
leH little for me to destroy.”

Essili spoke as if hevd had enouGh. “Bouvll be oY that 
throne as soon as therevs a gote, and you knoZ it. !o one leH 
alige Zould prefer you oger xerah.”

“fiell, it seems xerahvs not GoinG to be an option,” Campo 
said coldly.

“Lure, shevll be an option,” Essili said Zith a shruG. “fievre 
GoinG to Go Get her.”

“Bou Zill notJ I forbid it,” Campo said. “fflhe rule statesS”
“I donvt care Zhat the rule says,” Essili said. “I resiGn my 

position as Captain of the wuard.”
Iko stepped back in surprise.
“Bou canvt do thatJ Itvs desertionJ” Campovs face turned red 

Zith panic. “Ivll hage you arrestedJ”
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“Marshal NalGo Zill do an admirable Fob of protectinG you 
from the attack that is neger GoinG to happen,” Essili said. 
“znd you can arrest me Zhen I come back.” ’e turned to the 
other tZo men. “Come on. qetvs Go Gather our sZords.”

fflhe three leH the throne room throuGh the echoes of 
Rustice @al Campovs irate threats and accusations, but none 
looked at him aGain.



Chapter 52

W hat kept Zerah going over the next few days was the 
dragon-killer in her pocket. Part of her hoped the 

Guard would arrive before the Praivun Moon and set them 
free—that she would be able to find another arcanotaur, 
gather its blood, and make hundreds of dragon-killing ar-
rows for a proper hunt. But in the darkness of her heart was 
a primal desire to be the first sacrifice marched out to face 
Azoch. What a surprise she would hold for the monster then! 
Zerah’s face would be the last Azoch saw before coming to 
her long-overdue end.

As far as Zerah could tell, none of the other girls and 
women had any idea about the wretchers’ intentions. They 
were quietly perplexed by the bread and cooked flesh the 
Praivuns offered to keep them alive. The wretchers had 
brought in plenty of fresh water, and they had even changed 
out the buckets in the corner of the cell with some frequency. 
None understood why the wretchers hadn’t roasted them on 
a spit. 

When the wretchers came in one aCernoon to shackle 
all their ankles to the windows and floor drains, it con-
fused them even more. The sudden change couldn’t have 
meant anything good. The women murmured theories and 
fears, and Zerah considered explaining what she knew of the 



FEAR OF THE SKY 335

wretchers’ plan, but she saw no benefit in giving her fellow 
prisoners a thing to fear over which they had no control. 
Besides, she wasn’t sure the wretchers would succeed in 
summoning a dragon for a sacrifice of human flesh. To her 
knowledge, no dragon had ever cooperated with any people 
for anything.

jas also made Zerah’s imprisonment more bearable than 
she imagined it would have otherwise been. The girl’s faith 
in her father to rescue her was imperturbable, and so she was 
more Loyful and more pleasant to be around than anyone else 
in the cell. Zerah was glad that the Praivuns had shackled 
her in her usual spot beside jas and “uci.

”My father never gives up,H jas said proudly on the 
evening of the Praivun Moon. ”My mother used to complain 
about it a lot.H Ier brow knotted, and she put her finger to 
her chin. ”? don’t know why.H

Zerah let out a nervous laugh. ?t was near sunset, and 
tonight was the night. Ier hope was being infringed upon 
by fear. What if the Guard wasn’t comingF What if Azoch 
simply burned her to a crisp before she could get close 
enough to use her poisonF Jor jas’s sake, she tried to push 
the thoughts to the corners of her mind. ”?’ve only known 
him a few weeks, but ?’ve got that impression of him too.H 

The two had spoken a great deal over the past days of life 
in Eynsomn. jas excitedly recounted her lessons in farming 
from ?ko, and that Slex had taught her how to make cakes 
and candies. Ohe retold her favorite fairy tales, explained her 
favorite games, and even had plenty to say about everything 
she’d learned about The Oilent Rne from her father. ?n con-
trast with ?ko, jasiena was quite chatty and a seemingly 
open book. But when jas mentioned her mother’s com-
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plaint, Zerah realized that jas had not said a word about the 
woman until Lust then. ?t was strange that ?ko had never said 
a word about her either.

Ionestly curious about what sort of woman ?ko had cho-
sen to be with, Zerah asked, ”Tell me about your mother. ?’m 
sure she’ll be happy to have you back.H

The life drained from jas’s face, and she suddenly seemed 
near the edge of despair. ”Ohe’s dead,H she said flatly. ”These 
wretchers killed her when they took me. Ohe tried to stop 
them.H Ohe pressed her lips together and willed herself back 
to strength. ?t was a feat well beyond her years, and quite 
tragic.

Yegret coursed through Zerah. ”Rh! ?’m so sorry. ? didn’t 
know.H

”?t’s okay.H
”<ou’ve been so strong, jasiena,H Zerah said. ”? never 

suspected it.H
jas nodded. ”My father taught me—H A momentary lapse 

of strength broke through. Ohe gathered herself again. ”? 
miss her, and ? still cry sometimes. But father said that when 
bad things happen, it can be like a flood that sweeps us away. 
We can be lost if we aren’t careful—if we don’t grab on to 
something good. ?’ve been trying to remember that, Miss 
Zerah.H

Tenderly, Zerah asked, ”And what’s good that you’re hold-
ing on toFH 

Tears came to jas’s eyes. ”This dress,H she choked, indi-
cating her ragged blue attire. ”Mother made it for me Lust 
last month, and ? really like it.H Ohe started crying.

Zerah wrapped her arm around jas and pulled her close.
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”And my father,H jas said, face buried in Zerah’s chest. 
Ier warm tears soaked through the thin fabric of Zerah’s 
tunic. ”Ie will come for me. ? know it.H 

”?’m sure he will,H Zerah said, not sure if she believed 
it. ”<ou know, ? lost someone too. Well, three someones, 
actually.H

jas pulled her head up, and her doleful eyes met Zerah’s. 
”YeallyF WhoFH

”My family,H Zerah said in a thin voice. ”? had two sons and 
a husband, and they were my world. ? know what it’s like to 
lose someone so close.H

”<ou are strong,H jas said. ”What did you hold on toFH
Zerah raised her brow, finding herself surprisingly befud-

dled by the question. Ohe finally forced an answer that didn’t 
feel quite right. ”Where ? come from, ? had an opportunity 
to help a lot of people live better lives—lives free of the 
dragons.H

”That sounds really good.H jas sat up and wiped her eyes 
with her sleeve. ”Maybe father and ? will live there aCer we 
get out of here.H

”We’d love to have you,H Zerah said.
They were both suddenly aware of long, deep breaths be-

ing drawn to their right. ?t was “uci, who had been napping. 
Ohe was awake and, apparently, in the midst of a strong 
contraction. ACerward, she looked to Zerah and said, ”? was 
going to suggest to my Bennick that we come to your city 
aCer all this. ? hope you have room for us all.H Ohe breathed 
through another contraction, then said, ”We’d better get 
ready, jasiena. ? knew it would happen. Must be the full 
moon. This baby is coming tonight!H



Chapter 53

A s the sunlight faded from the Miqa Canyon, the fiery 
orange Praivun Moon ascended over the mountain-

tops, and the gentle songs of Colimina were awash in its 
warm glow.

The party that made it back to Colimina was eighteen 
strong. Essili had recruited some of his most trusted sol-
diers, including Nabi, Isan, and Beiva. Iko did not know any 
of the rest besides Reya, who had abandoned Campo to save 
Zerah. She was sox spoken but had calmly e’plained to Iko 
along the way that Ivory City was a lost cause as long as 
Campo stayed on the throne. She thought Zerah might have 
been the only one lex that could keep Ivory City together 
axer all that had happened.

They gathered in the cave in which Iko and Rog had met. 
Being that Nabi was familiar with the Citadel, she crouched 
in the group“s center beside Captain Essili as they went over 
their plans. They had chanced lighting a torch in the cave so 
that Nabi could draw pictures in the dirt.

”The three outer pyramids are crossed by several hallways 
at every level,Y Nabi said. She used a dagger to make a circle 
representing a cross-section of one of the smaller pyramids 
and drew several lines to represent its hallways. They were 
all perpendicular to each other and stretched across the 
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pyramid. ”But the only way to ascend from one level to the 
ne’t of these three is the stairs on their outer walkways.Y She 
indicated a single stairway with an X.

Essili asked Rog, ”?ou Ekarians claim the prisoners are 
being held in the central keep, rightW Atop the larger pyra-
midWY

Rog nodded. ”Oe saw several of them marched inside.Y
”Then we will have to ascend to the top of one of these 

smaller pyramids to get there,Y Nabi said. ”The closest, I 
assume. Its si’th level leads to a bridge that will take us into 
the main structure.Y Nabi drew a larger circle ne’t to the first 
circle. She connected the two with a line. ”There are two 
ways into its keep.Y She drew a rectangle in the center of the 
larger circle to represent the prisoners“ keep. She pointed at 
the picture as she e’plained. ”—ne is from underneathzif 
you navigate the interior of the main structure, you can come 
into it from below. The other way is to ascend one of the 
staircases near the edges of the courtyard, cross to the keep, 
and enter from the outside.Y

Iko added, ”And we suspect nearly all the wretchers will 
be in the courtyard. It“s the only place large enough for all of 
them.Y 

Essili raised his brow and folded his arms. Iko“s theory was 
the main reason he thought they had a chance with so few. 
”?ou“d better hope you“re right. Oe won“t get very far if the 
outer pyramids are full of ukori.Y 

Rog asked Iko, ”?ou figured that out from your booksWY 
Iko nodded.
Rog accepted the e’planation with a nod of his own.
”So, we go out the same way we go in,Y Essili said. ”If the 

courtyard is crawling with vermin, it won“t be an option. 
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Oe hope to get in from underneath and get out before they 
reali3e we are there.Y

The group stood silently around the torchlit diagram in 
the dirt, studying it. Iko assumed they“d suddenly grown 
sober to the operation“s thin margin for error and the severe 
consequences of failure.

Essili broke the silent tension with a loud clap of his 
hands. ”Alright, it“s a plan. Oe must be ready when the time 
to move comes.Y



Chapter 54

A few hours into the labor, Luci was utterly exhausted. 
Beads of sweat dripped from her forehead and chest, 

and her eyelids drooped. The wretchers had fed the women 
well, all things considered, but Luci had not eaten nearly 
enough for a woman eating for two. She must have been 
impossibly weak, and Zerah pitied her. Even five prior births 
had not prepared her for these circumstances. Cas did well 
to give her sips of water when she asked for it, which helped 
for a time, but a few minutes later, Luci was inevitably suf-
fering on the edge of exhausted delirium again.

Luci did her best to be quiet during the labor, but one 
could only be so quiet when pushing a baby out of her body. 
The rest of the women watched silently, wincing every time 
she groaned or cried out. None of them knew what to expect 
if the wretchers realized one of their prisoners was having a 
baby. Zerah assumed that if it was a girl, they’d toss her to 
Azoch with the rest of them. If it were a boy, perhaps they’d 
eat it. She kept her theories to herself.

Casiena’s primary job was to convince the other women 
in the cell to give up pieces of their clothing so there would 
be something to help clean up the blood. Even chained to 
the wall, she dutifully fulfilled her obligation. She gathered 
pieces from the women she could reach and coordinated the 
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passing of the rags from the rest of the women. All were 
willing to tear a bit here or there to help out.

Zerah focused on encouragement and providing coun-
terpressure during contractions. The birth nearly let her 
forget all about the Praivun Moon. But then, orange light 
flooded the cell. The wretchers were lighting fires outside. 
Zerah was suddenly aware of a constant, abrasive drone of 
wretcher voices. They were gathering in the courtyard and 
chanting something.

Luci interrupted Zerah’s concern, dropping to the floor, 
propping herself onto her elbows, and saying, “It’s almost 
here!” She closed her eyes and grimaced, then took several 
deep breaths. She nodded vigorously. “Ah! It’s time!” She 
suddenly came to life.

Zerah looked to Cas, who was supposed to help guide 
the baby out. The girl hadn’t seemed squeamish at first, but 
when she made her way around to Luci’s lower half and liUed 
her dress so that she could see what was going on, her eyes 
widened. “Maybe you should do this part, Miss Zerah.”

ffnsurprised, Zerah nudged Cas to the side and replaced 
her. “I can see the baby’s hair,” she said. “It’s pretty dark, but 
a full head.

Luci surprised Zerah with a smile. “Like the rest of them.”
Cas nudged Zerah’s shoulder and oFered a rag. “?or your 

hairY”
“Thanks,” Zerah said. She used it to tie her hair back. 

“Hou’re almost there, Luci, and doing great.”
A sudden clamor rose near the room’s entrance, and the 

iron-barred door opened. An ukori walked in as the wreg 
with the underbite wrestled to get the key out of the door’s 
lock. Luci had turned so that she would be birthing away 
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from the door, but she was the closest prisoner to the ukori. 
We looked down at her, then made eye contact with Zerah, 
who was between Luci’s legs. Wis head tilted, but he realized 
what was happening. We considered the scene briefly, then 
looked past the two women and growled something to the 
wreg, who finally got the key out of the door.

Luci had a strong contraction and cried out, and the crown 
of the baby’s head grew.

At the behest of the ukori, the wreg walked over to a pair of 
young women near the window and used a second key on his 
key ring to unlock the pair’s chains. The women screamed 
as the ukori grabbed each of them by the wrist. They fought 
fiercely but futilely, and the ukori dragged them out of the 
cell as if they were rag dolls. The rest of the women recoiled 
against the walls as if it would keep them from suFering 
the same fate. Ohen the ukori was gone, the wreg took a 
moment to survey his captives, then leU.

“—h, goodness,” Luci said.
Casiena came closer to Zerah, frightened.
Luci  strained  through  another  contraction.  As  her 

screams faded, the cries of the two women in the courtyard 
grew louder.

The baby’s face appeared, and Zerah’s heart skipped a 
beat. “—h,” she said.

“OhatY” Luci asked, out of breath. Sweat dripped from her 
hair.

“The cord is around the baby’s neck.” 
Luci’s eyes widened.
Zerah reached toward the baby’s neck. “I think I can get 

it.” She tried to work her fingers beneath the slippery, pul-
sating cord, but it was too tight. She tried again.
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There was a sudden eruption of voices outside. It was a 
thundering chorus of ugly wretcher voices, joined in a rhyth-
mic, primitive song. Then the keep began vibratingRthe 
wretchers must have been dancing. The entire structure 
shook in time with the song.

“I can’t get it,” Zerah said, refocusing her attention on the 
baby. “Push. Oe need to get it out now.”

“I can’t!” Luci cried.
“Hou must, Luci. Push. It’s wrapped too tightly.”
Luci groaned in disbelief and started to cry.

Iko had tried for the last half hour to find Silence, but his 
success had been fleeting. ?ear assaulted him, and he fought 
against imaginings of Cas’s suFering and death by dragon 
fire. We fought against imaginings of his death and Zerah’s. 
We fought against speculation about what would come of 
the Anuthurians if Makus’s demonRand the Praivun Al-
lianceRwon this fight.

Het eventually, the darkness around him came into focus, 
giving him clarity of purpose. It wasn’t quite what he’d found 
in the cave the night before Gog had arrived, though it was 
enough to bring him some peace. 

But when he heard the Praivun Moon celebration begin 
through his prayer garb, the fear returned, and he wished it 
had not yet come.

Essili patted his shoulder to raise him from his prayer in 
the back of the cave. “Now you will get your chance,” he said 
as Iko removed his garb. “Wave you prayed wellY”
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Iko accepted Essili’s hand and rose to his feet. We shook 
his head. “I’ve not been able to still myself at all.”

“Hou’re not alone,” Essili said.
The wretcher chant echoing through the canyon reached a 

crescendo. In unison, the men and marikano at the entrance 
to the cave glanced toward the Citadel.

Essili oFered Iko a biscuit. “I haven’t seen you eat a thing 
all day. Hour father broke his fasts before battle, you know.”

Iko took the biscuit. “It is permitted. I’ve just hardly 
thought about anything but Cas.”

“Hou’ll need your strength. Let’s get on with it,” Essili said.
The party leU the cave and jogged anxiously toward the 

bridges of Colimina. There were no words, only shallow 
breaths and rattling weaponry. Essili led the way, and Nabi 
and Geya flanked him. The guardsmen and Ekarians fol-
lowed their lead.

It was a clear night, and the full moon was nearing its 
apex among the glinting stars. The fire had leU the moon’s 
surface, and its now white light flooded the canyon. The 
bestial war song of the Praivun Alliance drowned out the 
motherly chanting winds of Colimina. Atop the pyramid, the 
hundreds of wregs and ukori jumped into the air in unison as 
they sang, and upon their landing as one, the whole canyon 
shook. They jumped together again, and they sang together, 
and raised their wretched hands together, and shook fists. 
Steadily, they were working themselves into a mad frenzy. 

Iko saw two poles pulled up by ropes in the middle of 
the courtyard, and upon each was tied a young woman. The 
women were screaming, but Iko could not hear them. 

Somehow, they crossed the bridges without being seen 
and entered the southwestern pyramid. Iko’s throat tight-
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ened when he considered there were nearly a thousand 
wretchers over his head, and he was running right into them.

But Casiena was there too.
The pyramid’s interior was much the same as the temples 

on the outer spiresRcarved out of the black rock of the 
canyon. Thankfully, there were no vermin inside. The pyra-
mid’s torchlit hallways were narrow and intersected each 
other at perfect right angles. There were three iron-barred 
doors between each intersection. 

Nabi took the lead and brought them to the outer walk-
ways near the foot of a stairway that would bring them to the 
next level. Some in the party murmured and pointed toward 
the courtyard. That’s when Iko saw an ukori standing at 
the edge of the large pyramid overhead and watching them. 
The ukori turned toward the celebration and disappeared. 
A few seconds later, a squad of ukori broke away from the 
continuing song and dance and ran toward the bridge to the 
southwestern pyramid.

The rescue party had lost the element of surprise. And 
even though there was no chance of success without it, they 
continued their climb.

The wretchers returned and grabbed another woman while 
Zerah tried desperately to unwrap the umbilical cord from 
around the baby’s neck. But it was still too tight. The baby’s 
face turned blue.

“Push, Luci. Push!” Zerah said. 
Luci pushed, but the baby barely moved.
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“ffiive me a pair of rags, Cas,” Zerah said. “Longer is bet-
ter.”

Cas retrieved one of the remaining strips of cloth and tore 
it in two, and then handed the pieces over.

Oith some di=culty, Zerah slipped the rags around the 
cord and tied them tightly.

“Ohat are you doingY” Luci asked, distressed.
The chant outside was deafening, and the dancing thun-

dered.
Zerah screamed over the noise. “I can cut it!” She reached 

into her tunic pocket and pulled out an arrowhead. The 
thought crossed her mind that it  was covered in drag-
on-killerRbut in all her research on poisons, she’d never 
heard of arcanotaur blood being toxic to humans. Besides, 
the baby might die if she didn’t try.

The arrowhead was nearly too small and slick with blood 
to grip. She used another of Cas’s rags to get a firm grip and 
saw the umbilical cord. The sharp arrowhead did the trick, 
and the cord was severed.

“Alright, push!” Zerah said.
Luci cried out, and the baby’s shoulders almost came out. 

It was enough for Zerah to unwrap the remaining umbilical 
cord from the neck. She breathed a sigh of relief. 

“—ne more,” Zerah implored fiercely. “Come on, Luci! 
Come on! That’s it!”

Luci pushed twice more, and a baby girl was born into 
Zerah’s hands. Cas handed Zerah a couple of larger pieces 
of cloth so she could swaddle the newborn. Gelieved, Zerah 
smiled and said to Luci, “Hou have a new daughter.” She 
quickly wiped the baby and wrapped it as best she could. 
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She handed her to Luci. “She didn’t take too long, all things 
considered.”

The baby coughed and cried, and Luci exhaled. “I’d hope 
not, being the sixth one. I couldn’t have gone much longer.” 
She reclined with the newborn on her chest and said, “A 
daughter! Thank goodness. I won’t be alone anymore.” She 
looked to Zerah. “Thank you.” And she closed her eyes.

AUer a few minutes, Zerah was happy that the drag-
on-killer hadn’t hurt the baby at all. She performed the usual 
checks to make sure everything had come out intact, piquing 
Cas’s interest. 

The girl leaned closer and pointed at the umbilical cord. 
“That’s what was wrapped around her neckY”

Zerah nodded.
Cas was suddenly fearful again. “Ohat are the wretchers 

going to do to us, Miss ZerahY Are they going to kill the 
babyY”

Zerah exhaled, still hesitant to explain. Wope remained, 
but it was fast waning. If only she had anything to fight 
withRany kind  of  weaponRshe  might  have  had  some 
chance to get these women out alive. She remembered how 
the baby had almost died, then considered the shreds of rags 
around her. Most of them were too short and too delicate to 
hope to strangle a wretcher, but perhaps tying a few together 
would provide her with something worthwhile. 

As if from beyond, an absurd idea struck her. She looked 
to the umbilical cord and said, “Casiena, do we have any dry 
rags leUY”



Chapter 55

U pon entering the third level of the pyramid, the rescue 
party met a charging horde of ukori. 

Iko stepped back outside and unshouldered his bow. He 
aimed around the corner and released an arrow that pierced 
an ukori’s gut. Essili, Nabi, and Reya drew their swords and 
met the enemy head-on. The rest of the soldiers piled inside 
the pyramid, but they could do little. The hallway was too 
narrow for anyone else to join the fight.

From behind the clashing swords, Iko let his arrows fly, 
and the enemy fell. The rescue party held their ground, but 
the wretchers kept coming.

Reya was the first to fall. She was pulling her sword from 
an ukori when a blade sliced across her chest. She stumbled 
backward and fell to the floor. Her bright blue eyes stared 
blankly at the feet of her comrades, then they faded. Beiva 
and one of the young Lotherin men stepped up to take her 
spot in the melee. Iko pitied her, prayed for her, and contin-
ued working his bow.
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Zerah was kneeling next to Luci when the ukori and wreg 
came again. Cas crouched behind her, trembling. AWer the 
ukori chose another woman, the wreg unlocked her chains. 
The ukori dragged the frightened woman toward the cell’s 
exit, and as before, the wreg lingered momentarily. 

Zerah got ready.
—rapped around both of her hands, in pieces of the last 

clean rag to help with grip, was what remained of Luci’s 
umbilical cord. It was a deadly thing?but too short to use 
on the ukori. But the wreg with the underbiteq His neck was 
a twig. 

The wreg dawdled until the ukori leW the room. Then he 
picked up the pace. —hen he passed Zerah, she knew it was 
her chance.

She sprang up and extended her hands and weapon toward 
the wreg, whose back was to her. The chain around her ankle 
snapped taut, arresting the momentum of her lower half, 
and her top half fell forward. The umbilical cord slipped 
over the wreg’s head and neck, yanking him onto his back 
as Zerah’s chest slammed into the floor. The wreg sOuealed, 
but he was not loud enough to be heard outside the cell. 
Zerah pulled the umbilical cord tight around the neck, and 
the wreg gurgled.

Pn her belly with arms extended, Zerah did her best to 
strangle the little monster, but the awkward position didn’t 
lend itself to her goal. He still gasped when she adjusted 
her grip, and he clawed at the cord, repeatedly gashing 
her hands. Using all of her strength, she spun into a seat-
ed position while pulling the vermin into her chest. The 
wreg grabbed his sword, and Zerah pulled the cord tighter. 
The panicked monster stabbed blindly behind him until he 



FEAR OF THE SKY 351

pierced Zerah’s shoulder. She cried out but did not relent. 
The wreg kept swinging and stabbing.

Cas leaped past Zerah, pulled a long knife from the wreg’s 
belt, and drove it into his chest. Zerah dropped the cord and 
grabbed the wreg’s sword-wielding hand to keep Cas from 
being stabbed. The wreg grew weak. Zerah pried his sword 
away and used it to slit his throat. —arm black blood spilled 
onto her. She threw his writhing body aside.

Cas hurried toward the wreg’s keys. She freed herself, then 
she began unlocking everyone else.

Zerah kept the wreg’s blade and dragged the body out of 
sight of the entrance. —omen all around her rubbed their 
ankles and wrists where their shackles had been. They were 
all looking to Zerah for instruction.

The Citadel shook violently. The singing outside ceased. 
Zerah moved toward the window and, upon seeing what was 
outside, recoiled. The zraivuns’ display had worked. 

A“och had landed on the platform and was surveying the 
suddenly silent hoard of wretchers surrounding her.

The women in the cell chattered anxiously. ”Are we safe 
in hereqM one asked.

No one answered, but Zerah doubted it. If A“och wanted 
to open the keep, she could.

The dragon swung her long neck from side to side, then 
looked toward the top of the keep. The women bound over-
head screamed. A“och studied them, and it crossed Zer-
ah’s mind that the dragon might actually kill the women 
while leaving all the wretchers alone. She considered that 
the zraivuns’ faith and sacrifice might have been rewarded. 
And how awful that would be if the survivors of Ivory City 
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were really up against the wretched vermin, their god, and a 
dragon.

But A“och turned back toward the wretchers, breathed 
deeply, and spewed her fire-venom upon the vermin closest 
to her. Her igniter sounded, the venom caught fire, and 
at least a couple of do“en wretchers were set aflame. The 
dragon stepped toward another group of wretchers, and the 
courtyard came alive as the panicked vermin tried to escape. 
A“och gave chase to those scattering.

!ost of the wretchers fled toward the bridges and smaller 
pyramids. But a handful of them approached the keep.

”Cas, close the doorYM Zerah said, not wanting the wretch-
ers to know they were free.

Cas leaped toward the iron-bar door and closed it. Sec-
onds later, a few ukori ran down the hallway toward the 
door at the opposite end of the keep. Zerah suspected the 
door at the far end of the hallway would have taken the 
wretchers into the central pyramid, so she was surprised 
when the ukori’s desperate voices didn’t dissipate Ouickly. 
She came to the iron door and looked toward the end of the 
hall. Apparently, the door was locked from the other side. 
They struggled to open it, but it would not move.

Zerah saw the prisoners’ chance to escape when she re-
ali“ed the door to the courtyard was still open. For some 
reason, almost none of the wretchers were heading toward 
the bridge to the southwestern pyramid, but they were all 
running to the other two. She wondered why they were 
avoiding it but Ouickly dispensed with the Ouestion. All 
that mattered was that the courtyard between the keep and 
that particular bridge was free of almost anything but its 
headless animal statues. She heard A“och on the other side 
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of the courtyard. As long as the dragon was there, they had 
a window.

”—ho wants to get out of hereqM Zerah asked, turning 
toward the other women.

”—hat about the othersqM one of them asked.
”There are ukori in the hallway,M Zerah said. ”I think we 

have to make a run for the courtyard.M
”But the dragonYM
”ffou won’t survive if she turns her attention to this keep,M 

Zerah said. ”A“och is on the north side of us. Now is our 
chance. It’s clear to the bridge on the right.M

”That’s cra“yYM one of them cried.
Zerah straightened. ”ffou will not survive if you do not risk 

death. —e have a chance now, and we may not get another. I 
am going, and I beg you to follow.M

None said anything else, but a few oJered nods.
”Zerah,M Luci said, on the ground at her side. ”I don’t think 

I can.M
Having forgotten Luci’s delicate condition, Zerah nearly 

cursed herself aloud.
”I can hold the baby, !iss Luci,M Cas said.
Zerah knelt beside Luci. ”ffou want to goqM
Luci nodded. ”But I am weak.M
”I can help you,M Zerah said. ”Come on.M
Cas took the baby. Luci winced and let Zerah help her to 

her feet, then put her arm around Zerah’s shoulders. Blood 
dripped on the floor, and Cas reached for more rags.

—ithout warning, one of the women in the cell ran to the 
unlocked door, pulled it open, and dashed into the hallway 
toward the courtyard. The ukori at the other end of the 
hallway growled and grunted but stayed where they were. 
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Seeing that the ukori did not give chase, a few more of the 
prisoners followed. Zerah helped Luci hobble out, and Cas 
stayed close with the swaddled infant. Then the rest of the 
women moved toward the courtyard, too.

Putside was a nightmare. To the right, flames covered 
a Ouarter of the massive courtyard. Blackened bodies lay 
throughout the fire. To the leW, hundreds of wretchers 
clogged the narrow bridge into the southeastern pyramid. 
Gudging by the sounds at her back, the scene was much the 
same at the northern bridge, and A“och was upon the poor 
vermin who were stuck there.

Seeing the bodies of armed wretchers lying on the periph-
ery of the fire and along the prisoners’ path to the south-
western tower, Zerah called out to the others, ”Det their 
swordsY Their weaponsY —e may yet need themYM She fell 
farther behind them with each step because of how slow 
Luci was moving, but the women heard her, stopped, and 
turned around. !ost of them took a sword or a knife. Zerah 
still held a wreg’s sword. ”Now, goY DoY >on’t wait for usYM

Iko’s bow kept many of the rescue party alive. Pne of the 
Duard’s archers had taken up a position on the opposite side 
of the threshold. That bowman was cautious and shot less 
than half the arrows as Iko, but it helped too. The ukori 
did not have any archers behind them. Nevertheless, the 
ukori had pushed the rescue party back so that they were 
nearly upon Iko and the other archer. The men behind Nabi 
and Essili had worked in a sort of rotation. A couple of the 
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Lotherin men fell. Rog was at the front now, and his shoulder 
bled freely, but his sword did not stop swinging. None had 
given up.

Alas, it would not matter. Iko could see that all their 
valiant fighting would only delay the inevitable. They could 
not hope to overcome the ukori before them and reach the 
prisoners. Furthermore, as they retreated onto the landing 
outside, they became vulnerable to A“och, who had come 
and ruined the wretchers’ celebration just overhead. All it 
would take was a glance in the right direction, and the 
dragon would see the rescue party and come upon it.

The ukori lurched forward, pushing the would-be rescuers 
back again. The entire rescue party would soon be on the 
landing. Iko drew Blessed Ember and charged into the melee. 
There was no hope for Casiena outside of an unlikely defeat 
of the ukori before him, and he had to try. 



Chapter 56

T he women were huddled together in the hallway when 
Zerah, Luci, and Cas came to the top of the pyramid.

“What’s this?” Zerah asked.
“The dragon can’t get us here,” one of the women said.
Zerah shook her head. “We can’t stay here. We can go 

down, cross the bridges, and get into the caves.” She repeat-
ed, “We can’t stay here. The wretchers will not stay away 
forever.”

She started down the hallway, and the women followed. 
No one was eager to run ahead anymore. It may have been for 
the best since Zerah understood the fastest way to descend 
the pyramid. If the others didn’t, they might have gotten lost 
on the larger lower levels while looking for the exit.

Within a couple of minutes, they had descended as far as 
the third story of the pyramid. As with every other level, 
Zerah proceeded to the middle of the level, then took a right 
to find the stairway that would begin ninety degrees from 
where the previous one ended.

She froze. Less than twenty feet away, she saw the backs 
of a dozen or so ukori who were trying to make their way 
onto the stairway. For a moment, she thought she had come 
up to a bottleneck in the wretchers’ efforts to escape, as on 
the bridges above. Then she saw bodies—a marikano and a 
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couple of Ivory City’s guardsmen. Then there were shouts 
from the stairway.

“There are men here!” Zerah said, and she was hopeful. 
She set Luci on the floor and said, “We will get you out of 
here yet.” She turned toward the women behind her. A num-
ber roughly equal to the wretchers had picked up swords. 
Never before would she have considered bringing such a 
crew to assault ukori. “Our men are on the other side! We 
must go to them! We can overrun the vermin.”

To her surprise, the women did not cower. She doubted 
any had ever attacked ukori before, but she knew they un-
derstood that killing the big wretchers was the only way they 
would survive this night. A fire burned in their eyes. They 
gripped their weapons tightly.

“Cas, stay with Luci!” Zerah said, and she called the others 
aEer her as she ran down the hallway.

The ukori were so focused on their fight with the men that 
none noticed the women were upon them until their swords 
and knives plunged into the ukori’s backs. The women 
stabbed and hacked viciously, as if they were intent on re-
paying the wretchers for all the evil they had done to them.

Across the melee, Zerah saw Nabi working a blade. Then 
her eyes met Captain Bssili’s, and she heard him say, “The 
women are here! The women are here, and they’ve brought 
swords!”  And the  men outside  raised their  voices  and 
worked their weapons ferociously.
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Iko pulled his blade from the side of an ukori, and the 
wretcher fell. There, on the other side of his enemies, Zerah 
vanquished one of the ukori. Geside her was one of the 
Lotherin girls from Jelida and so many others he did not 
know. 

Watching their blades find their marks unceasingly leE 
him in awe. Roy flooded him.

Heinvigorated,  he  and  the  other  men  and  marikano 
mowed down the ukori. The last of the vermin did not see 
Blessed Ember coming for its neck until the moment its head 
was cut cleanly from his shoulders.

In the sudden silence of the hallway, Iko scanned the 
women before him and did not see Cas. “Is this all?”

Those men and women who knew each other embraced 
and shed tears.

“There are still more locked in the keep,” Zerah said. jer 
eyes met Iko’s. “As for yours...” She stepped out of the way 
and motioned down the hallway.

Twenty feet away, next to a rather pale Luci Shuckwine 
and baby, Casiena sat on the floor in her torn and rumpled 
blue dress. Without thought, Iko was running to her, and 
he found himself next to her on his knees and beheld her. 
She was standing now, and her smile revealed that a tooth 
had been growing in place of her missing front tooth. jer 
dark, untidy mess of hair was a mirror image of her father’s. 
And from her blue eyes, tears of Moy and relief rolled down 
her cheeks. They embraced, and Iko cried. Through the thin 
fabric of her dress, he felt her fragility. The wretchers had 
not fed her enough. She was thinner and bonier than usual, 
but she was more beautiful than ever before, and he could 
not bear it.
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It was strange that over the last few weeks, even when Iko 
had persevered, part of him had thought that this moment 
would never come. je had not been able to envision a re-
union so Moyful. And he would have been right if it had not 
been for Zerah. For Blex, Bssili, and Nabi. For the guardsmen 
and marikano at Ambrial. For Hog, the Bkarians, and the 
women who had picked up swords. There would never be 
adequate words to express his gratitude. je would never be 
able to repay them.

A crowd approached, and Iko was barely aware of them.
“Jo.” Zerah urged Iko to take Cas out the way he had come 

in with the others. Yany of the reunited farther down the 
hall were doing Must that. Gennick Shuckwine was carrying 
Luci and the baby near the back of those fleeing the pyramid.

Iko beheld the crowd around him. Bssili, Nabi, and Hog 
were among them. There were even a few of the recently 
freed women. “Are you going back?” he asked.

“We must,” Zerah said.
“Dour girl was not alone up there,” Bssili said. je looked 

at Cas, and the corner of his mouth rose. “Though I insist 
you get her out of here as soon as possible.” 

Considering they’d be running toward Azoch, Iko asked 
Zerah, “Uo you still have the arrowheads?” 

Zerah nodded. “I couldn’t let the vermin get them, could 
I?” She pulled them out of her pocket.

Iko took them and removed three of the few arrows that 
remained in his quiver. ffising his knife, he scraped the pitch 
and elk sinew cordage from the arrows, and, with a bit of 
effort, he pried the arrowheads free without damaging the 
shaEs. je placed the dragon-killing arrowheads in their 
place.
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“They going to stay put without pitch?” Hog asked.
“They should be good for their purpose,” Iko said. “I don’t 

think you’ll be reusing these if you miss.” je pulled fresh 
sinew from his pocket. Bver faithful, he had prepared for 
Zerah still having the arrowheads. Soon, the arrowheads 
were a>xed. “Who will be taking these?” he asked the 
crowd, holding the dragon-killing arrows toward them.

“That’s not even a question,” Bssili said. je grabbed the 
arrows and held them to Zerah. “Though I’m the better shot, 
Must to be clear.”

Zerah took the arrows without protest. The sudden fire 
in her eyes told Iko that she would make the most of her 
opportunity. “I need a bow,” she said.

Iko unshouldered his own and handed it to her.
“Thank you, Iko,” Zerah said.
Iko dismissed the gratitude. “I am forever in your debt. 

Jood luck.” And he carried Cas toward the exit. 



Chapter 57

F ree from the weight he had carried so long, Iko dashed 
from the Citadel with Casiena in his arms. Most of the 

other escapees had gone ahead of them, so they were alone 
as they stepped onto the first bridge to the outer spires. But 
when they reached the spire at the end of it, they found the 
Shuckwines and their new baby just inside its temple. Luci 
was seated on the ground, breathing heavily.

“Are you alright?” Iko asked.
Bennick answered. “She’s in pain.”
“Stop your worrying,” Luci said. Her eyes were closed, and 

she blew a breath out forcefully. “It’s normal pain. It’s just 
not a normal recovery period.”

“You’re sure?” Bennick asked. He was holding the baby.
“I’m sure. Can we go slower the rest of the way? It’s the 

jostling that’s getting to me.”
Bennick nodded. “It’s not much farther to the caves.” 
Azoch  roared  behind  them.  Iko  glanced  toward  the 

Citadel and saw no one visible upon the still-burning court-
yard. He was relieved to see that the keep was still not 
aflame. The dragon was upon the southeastern pyramid, 
pecking and clawing at its doorways. She was trying to ex-
tract the wretchers inside, and Iko figured her fire-venom 
was depleted for now.
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Unexpected  movement  upon  the  northern  pyramid 
caught his attention. Flames shot out of some of its door-
ways, illuminating a figure on its exterior. But the figure 
was not upon the walkways. It was climbing straight up the 
outside of the pyramid. Confused, Iko watched as it climbed 
from level to level with rare strength and agility. It was large 
and inhuman but far too graceful to be an ukori. It twisted its 
head, revealing a dull purple glow in its eyes, and Iko gasped.

The figure was Makus.
Bennick asked, “What?”
“Makus!” Iko said.
“Who?” Luci asked.
“He deserted their army,” Iko said, mind elsewhere. He 

was considering the one reason Makus would be climbing 
to the top of the Citadel: His demon wanted him to protect 
Azoch. “He’s going to try to stop them,” he said to no one in 
particular.

A befuddled Bennick asked, “Why would he want to do 
that?”

Knowing any explanation would fall short of the truth, 
Iko answered, “He is consumed by a darkness that defies 
reason.”

“He’s only one man,” Luci said, still not understanding.
“He’s a Night Warrior. They’re the best fighters I’ve ever 

seen.” 
As long as Makus had the element of surprise, the entire 

rescue party was in danger. Zerah was in particular danger 
since she was trying to kill Azoch, and Makus had already 
demonstrated that he would not hesitate to harm even her 
for the sake of his demon.
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The rescue party came into view on the outside of the 
southwestern pyramid. They were two levels from the top 
and the bridge that would bring them onto the courtyard. 
Iko was tempted to call to them and warn them of the danger 
overhead, but he couldn’t bring himself to risk dragon fire 
upon Cas and the Shuckwines.

And the relief born of pulling Casiena from the clutches 
of the Praivun Alliance was torn down the middle by grief.

Here was his chance to escape with his daughter, and for 
the two of them to be together in whichever way he chose. 
Here, at last, was the moment he had sought for years. They 
could go to Deiland, to Moraburg, or into the West, where 
there was the hope of finding other believers. He had only 
to cross the bridges, give Cas some food and rest, and they 
could be off without reservation.

Alas, his friends and countrymen were fast approaching 
an unfathomable malevolence, and they were not prepared 
for it. Iko knew what it might cost to stand against it. But 
he also knew what his flight from Colimina might cost. He 
remembered Jona Phainor’s willingness to put his own life 
aside.

Iko set Casiena on her feet and knelt in front of her. “I 
have to go back, Cas.” He looked to the Shuckwines. “Can 
you take her to the caves with you?”

“We can,” Luci said. “But why?”
“No, Father!” Cas cried. She threw her arms around his 

neck. “You can’t! I just got you back! You can’t die, too!”
Iko embraced her, then took her by the shoulders and 

pushed her so that their eyes met. “It has fallen to me, Cas. 
They do not see what they will soon be up against, and I can’t 
abandon them.”



KRISTOPHER ACKOURY364

Cas nodded,  crying.  “Do you promise you will  come 
back?”

“I will come back.”
“Do you promise?”
“I promise,” Iko said. He hugged Cas tightly, then kissed 

her on the forehead. “Wait for me in the caves?”
She nodded again, but she cried out as Iko ran onto the 

bridge. “Father, come back! Come back, Father!” And her 
pleas were drowned out by a deafening roar of Azoch.

The anxious rescuers burst into the courtyard, eyes fixed 
upon Azoch on the far side. There were no vermin in sight. 
The dragon was still preoccupied with whichever of those 
had fled into the southeastern pyramid, and she was roaring 
and pounding, uncaring about the flames she swam in.

As most of the rescue party leO behind the headless stat-
ues to cross to the keep, Zerah stopped behind a stone lion 
and beheld Azoch. The monster’s winged back was to her, 
so she dropped her slight wreg’s blade and unshouldered 
Iko’s bow. Its smooth, polished hickory grew slick with her 
sweat as she nocked the first of her dragon-killing arrows. 
She dashed from statue to statue to get closer, leaving behind 
bloody footprints. She hoped to get within a few feet of her 
target without being seen.

But she did not have luck on her side. Azoch spotted the 
crowd sprinting toward the keep and, with a soul-piercing 
roar, unwound herself from the pyramid. She spread her 
wings, glided onto the courtyard, and gave chase. Her heavy 
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footfalls accelerated, and her prey ran faster. Zerah feared 
the dragon would soon be upon her friends, then stepped 
forth and let her first arrow fly. It struck the monster’s 
ribcage over her heart, but as feared, the dragon scale was 
too hard for it to get through. The arrow ricocheted down-
ward and shattered against the courtyard’s hard stone. 

The dragon was undeterred. Fortunately, by the time the 
beast arrived at the keep, the rescue party had made it inside 
and slammed its heavy iron door shut. Azoch measured the 
wood and stone structure calmly before she began battering 
it with her head. No one would escape her that easily.

Two panicked ukori stumbled out of the keep and dis-
tracted the dragon from her task. The rescue party had got-
ten the better of the wretchers who had remained inside. 
qne of the ukori promptly took an arrow to the back and fell 
to its knees. The other slammed the door shut, then slid an 
iron bar lock into place to trap the rescue party inside. He 
tried to flee, but Azoch saw him and pounced. In a single 
leap, she was upon him. She took him into her jaws and 
sent him into the air with a violent twist of her head. He 
cartwheeled off the Citadel and screeched like a wounded 
dog while he fell to the bottom of Miffia Canyon.

The dragon returned her attention to the keep, and Zerah 
realized she’d have to get much closer to be sure one of the 
two remaining arrows found its mark. She ran toward the 
open area beyond the statues. 

A purple-eyed figure stepped out from behind a headless 
serpent, and Zerah stopped. Silhouetted by fire at his back, 
Makus was a skulking shadow. His eyes were as dull as they’d 
ever been, and they did not belong to Zerah’s friend.
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Makus was relieved to see Zerah unharmed, but he hated 
that she was the one who held the poison arrows. Speaks 
had only foreseen that someone would pose a grave threat 
to Azoch this evening with the arrowheads she had carried 
from the arcanotaur’s nest. But he wasn’t surprised. Who 
among the rescue party or freed prisoners could have con-
vinced Zerah to forgo the opportunity to exact her revenge? 
Who would she have trusted to fulfill what she thought was 
her life’s calling?

Makus stepped toward Zerah, and she recoiled. She tried 
to go around, but he blocked her way.

“Please don’t,” she said, frightened. “Let me go to them. 
Let me kill her!”

Makus raised his hands. “I mean you no harm, my friend.”
“Then get out of my way.”
“I can’t do that,” Makus said. He hated how he hurt her. He 

hated the bewildered horror in her eyes. He stepped toward 
her. “I know it’s di—cult to understand, butE”

“It’s insanity!” Zerah stepped back, keeping her distance. 
Makus bristled. He knew what ferocity Zerah was capable 

of. He understood the lengths she would go to accomplish 
what she had come for. She would fight until she could fight 
no more, and Makus did not like what that might mean for 
her. 

Zerah soOened. “Whatever spell has ensnared you, I can 
help you overcome it. We can free you from whatever’s 
seized your soul.” She indicated the keep, where Azoch was 
still shrieking and bellowing as she hammered its burning 
walls. “Let me go to our friends.”
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“I am under no spell,” Makus said defensively.
“Then what madness explains what you’re doing? Saving 

dragons? How can you have forgotten what they’ve done to 
us? What she did to me!” Zerah nodded toward Azoch. “Why 
can you no longer see her for what she is?”

At Zerah’s words, the faintest recollection of how Makus 
had understood the dragons before Speaks came to mind. 

But then he remembered the god’s pleasure and shook 
his head to rid himself of the memories. He recalled what 
Speaks had explained to him. “I do not deny this purifi-
cation is painful, but it is necessary,” he said. “You know 
the histories of our peoplesEwhat the world was before the 
dragons came. Gndless wars. @enocides. Abuses of power 
and utter contempt for our brethren. Don’t you understand? 
We earned the dragons. We had to be brokenEreduced to 
ash to rise again and be what we ought to be.” He pleaded 
desperately, “qur world is still ill, Zerah. Please, go now and 
save yourself. Drop your bow and allow Azoch to continue 
her work.”

Azoch’s fire venom ignited behind Makus. The courtyard 
shook, and he saw fire reflected in Zerah’s eyes. She gasped 
and tried again to step around Makus, but he still would not 
let her by. 

“qur friends will die!” Zerah said.
“There is nothing you can do for them. Leave now. Save 

yourself!”
Zerah gritted her teeth. “Let me go or kill me.”
Makus didn’t get a chance to respond. He detected a figure 

fast approaching from his right, spun toward it, and came 
into a fighter’s stance.
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Iko leaped forward, blade drawn, and put every bit of his 
strength into a vicious blow directed at the Night Warrior’s 
neck.



Chapter 58

M akus bent backward, and the tip of Blessed Ember 
grazed the skin over his throat. Most people would 

have fallen flat on their backs amer such a sudden and 
awkward evasion, but Makus ffaintained his balance and 
ffade an eIortless transition into a back handspring. yko 
charged as his adversarT landed, slashing and stabbing. Nhe 
Wight Zarrior evaded the flurrT with little eIort as he 
backpedaled.

-erah disappeared into the headless statues.
yko reffeffbered all that his father taught hiff about usH

ing a sword. Ae ffinded his footwork, he ffaintained his 
balance, and he varied the tiffing and angles of his strikes. 
’las, even without a weapon, his adversarT was ffasterful. 
Ae seeffed to know ykoxs neCt ffove before yko did.

’mer ffeasuring yko for a tiffe, Makus brought his hand 
amer one of the swings and pushed the blade froff behind, 
adding to its ffoffentuff and knocking yko oIHbalance. Ae 
repeated the ffaneuver a second tiffe. yko fuffed and swung 
ffore wildlT. ’nd when Blessed Ember caffe again, Makus 
ffet it with an open palff traveling perpendicular to its path 
and knocked it awaT. Ae kicked yko in the gut, sending hiff 
into a statue and knocking the air froff his lungs. 
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yko dropped to his knees, gasping for breath. Nhe top of 
the fiitadel fell eerilT silent as Makus approached hiff. Nhere 
were no screaffs, and the dragonxs bellowing had turned 
into a gentle purring. Nhe “re crackled and popped in the 
distance. yko searched the ground desperatelT for his sword. 
Ae did not see it but saw a wregxs bow a few feet awaT. 

-erahxs voice rang out froff soffewhere affong the statH
ues. !fioffe to us, ’zoch”q she Telled loudlT. !Nhere are ffore 
of us affong these statues”q

Makus turned toward the call. yko dashed toward the 
wregxs bow. yt was full of splinters and ffuch lighter than 
he was used to. Ae readied one of the few reffaining arrows 
froff his Buiver. Sut when he stood and turned toward where 
Makus had been, he found that the Wight Zarrior had disH
appeared.

Makus understood what -erah was doing. yf she could get 
’zoch to coffe to her, she could hide until the dragon was 
close enough for a clean shot. Ae had to get to her before she 
could do that. Ae dashed froff statue to statue, careful to staT 
out of sight of ’zoch as he approached the area froff which 
-erah had called. Ae listened carefullT for anT approaching 
footsteps of a straT wretcher or yko. 

-erah Telled again. !fioffe to ffe, beast”q 
ffihe ffaT have been “meen or twentT Tards awaT, but no 

ffore.
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Much to Makusxs chagrin, ’zoch coffplied with -erahxs 
reBuest. Nhe dragon lem the keep and walked across the 
courtTard. 

Makus spotted -erah as ’zoch entered the statues. ffihe 
stepped out near the edge of the courtTard, not far awaT and 
behind the dragon. Ae stepped toward her and, to his surH
prise, the liBuid warffth of ffipeaks entered his eCtreffities. 
Zith his second step, the sensation pulsed through his veins 
toward his heart. Makus effbraced it, knowing that the gim 
of ffipeaks was an ajrffation of his intentions and actions.

-erah strung one of her two reffaining arrows, and Makus 
charged. 

ffihe saw hiff before he reached her, adFusted her grip on 
the bow, and swung it at hiff like a club. Makus caught it 
with his lem hand, pulled it across -erahxs chest, and shoved 
her backward into the nearest stone creature. 

ffihe clutched one arrow in each hand and pressed against 
the bow. Makus held her against the statue with one arff and 
used his free hand to prT one of theff free and then sBueeze 
it until it snapped in half. Ae threw the two halves into the 
open courtTard.

ffipeaksxs euphoria surged toward his heart. Ae reached for 
the “nal poison arrow, anticipating bliss beTond anTthing 
he had ever eCperienced.

Sut the ecstasT was shattered when an arrow pierced his 
lem shoulder froff behind. Makus cried out and faltered. 

-erah flipped the arrow in her “ngers, gripped it like a 
dagger, and plunged it into Makusxs chest beneath his arff. 
Ae screaffed once ffore. 

’zochxs footsteps stopped. 
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Makus headbutted -erah, dazing her. Ae pulled the arrow 
froff his side and threw it into the darkness. 

’ second arrow whistled through the air  and struck 
Makusxs lower back. Ae screaffed again in agonT and fell to 
one knee. —ire coursed through his veins with everT heartH
beat. 

Nhe ground beneath Makus shook with increasing intenH
sitT. Nhe dragon had heard his cries and was coffing to hiff. 

-erah shoved Makus backwards and leaped toward the 
broken arrow in the courtTard. Ae caught her wrist and 
threw her tuffbling back into the statues. 

ffihe scraffbled to her feet and turned toward the apH
proaching dragon. Makus could not see ’zoch froff where 
he stood, but -erahxs wide eTes told hiff she was verT close. 
—ire venoff spattered onto the ground as -erah rolled awaT. 
yt was a weak, sputtering streaff. Nhe dragonxs “re was near 
its end. 

Nhe streaff ignited, and Makus cried out, fearing the 
worst. !Wo”q

Nhe flaffes dissipated, and he saw -erah crouched safelT 
behind a statue. Sut she had no escape. Nhe dragon was too 
close and heading right toward her.

-erah was about to die.
Ae hadnxt iffagined it would coffe to thisOthat his alleH

giance to Nhe Une Zho ffipeaks would cost so ffuch. Entil 
now, hexd thought he could satisfT the god while keeping 
-erah safe. ’las, he had failed, and it was too ffuch to bear. 

Makus started to turn awaT. Sut in the ffoffent before his 
gaze lem -erah, her eTes found his and stopped hiff cold. 

Nhe terror and helplessness he found in theff took hiff 
back to YleCxs “nal ffoffents and the regret that followed. 
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Ae had never wanted to eCperience that again. Pet he had 
siffilarlT dooffed -erah. Sut there was soffething worse in 
his friendxs eTesOsoffething about the waT she looked at 
hiff caught hiff oI guard.

Ae saw what he had becoffe. 
Entil verT recentlT, hexd been -erahxs protector and closest 

con“dant. Aexd been her friend. Nhat was who she searched 
for as she anticipated her death. Sut she did not “nd hiff. 
ynstead, she found a ffonster who had thwarted her lifexs 
calling at the pivotal ffoffent and dooffed her to the saffe 
“re that had taken her Toung boTs and lover. 

’ trace of ffipeaksxs pleasure caffe upon the breeze as if 
to teffpt Makus to turn awaT froff -erahOto let the dragon 
do what was necessarT. Sut the sensation was weaker than 
before, stTffied bT the pain of ykoxs arrows and the horror 
of his friendxs plight. ffieeing clearlT, Makus rebuked what 
ffipeaks oIered. Ae suddenlT hated it. Ae knew hexd chosen 
it over his friend and could not have regretted it ffore. 

Nhe unbearable weight of the truth hit hiff, and he alH
ffost fell again. Nhere was no FustifTing -erahxs death as a 
good or necessarT thing. Nhere was no twisting the dragonsx 
darkness into light. ’nd not onlT had Makus dooffed -erah, 
but he ffaT have dooffed the entire world to ages ffore 
beneath the dragonsx skT when tonight could have been the 
beginning of the end of tTrannT. 

Makus was horri“ed to adffit that part of hiff had unH
derstood this all along. Ae had never been fullT blind to the 
evil of Nhe Une Zho ffipeaks. Ae had accepted the godxs 
lies while knowing deep down theT were lies. Nhen he had 
lied to hiffselfOburied the truth for reasons he could not 
coffprehend. UnlT now, when faced with -erahxs untiffelT 
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end, could he hide it no ffore. ffihe was right that he had been 
under a spell. Nhe god had deceived hiff into participating 
in a sinister scheffe beTond his understanding. ’s ’zoch 
approached, it ffaT have been too late to ffake affends for 
his grievous error. 

Sut he was going to trT. Ae could not hesitate. 
-erah shut her eTes tightlT. 
Makus dashed into view of ’zoch. Nhe ffonstrous white 

dragon was less than “meen feet awaTOa ffere step awaT 
froff seeing -erahOand crouched readT to pounce. Aer 
head swung toward hiff, and she let out a ferocious roar. 

Makus swallowed in fear and took a single step back. !y 
aff the one Tou ffust have”q he Telled. 

’zochxs foreliffbs gripped the statues on each side of her 
and propelled her forward, giving her the appearance of a 
ffassive serpent lurching toward Makus. 

Ae forgot his eCcruciating pain, turned toward the broken 
arrow in the courtTard, and ran. Nhe dragonxs hot breath was 
upon his back as he reached the poisoned arrowhead and 
picked it up. Ae spun and threw it toward -erah as ’zochxs 
Faws closed upon hiff.

yko stepped toward the edge of the statues and watched 
’zoch take Makus into her ffouth. ffihe shook hiff until his 
liffbs were liffp and sickeninglT twisted, then threw hiff 
across the courtTard so that he skidded across the stone 
and struck the burning keep as a forffless ffass of flesh and 
bone. 
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Nhe sight lem yko in shock. ?artlT because seeing soffeone 
he knew so horrendouslT ffangled was deeplT unsettling. 
Sut it was also because he could hardlT believe what Makus 
had Fust done. Ae reffeffbered the evil in the ffarikanoxs 
eTes a few nights earlierOthe cold adffission that hexd ffurH
dered YleC. Nhe waT hexd attacked -erah Fust a few ffinutes 
ago. Aexd been beTond saving, as far as yko was concerned. 
Pet he had Fust called the dragon upon hiffself to keep her 
awaT froff -erahR yko would have never thought it possible.

?reoccupied with the riddle and the sight of Makusxs 
bodT, yko lingered on the edge of the courtTard too long. 
’zoch saw hiff when she turned to return to the statues and 
charged. Ae dashed back into the forest of stone. Ae was 
Fust far enough froff the dragon that he had a few seconds to 
hide. ’zoch didnxt “nd hiff when she arrived, so she started 
searching, snarling.

’ flood of effotions overwhelffed -erah as she beheld 
Makus across the courtTard. ffihe was still angrT about what 
he had doneOin shock that hexd been violent with her in the 
naffe of whatever lunacT hexd fallen into. ffihe was horri“ed 
that he was dead. Sut ffost of all, she was furious that ’zoch 
had cut his life short at the ffoffent shexd known her hope 
for hiff had not been ffisplaced. 

ffihe crouched down and picked up the poisoned arrowH
head. Nhe dragon was still close and apparentlT preoccupied. 
Wow was the tiffe to ffake the beast paT. ffihe reffeffbered 
her faffilT. ffihe reffeffbered Makus and the destruction of 
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yvorT fiitT. ;age welled within -erah, propelling her bare, 
bloodT feet toward her neffesis. ffihe recalled the locations 
of the dragonxs thinnest scales. Seneath her wings. Seneath 
her liffbs. Nhe underside of the lower Faw. 

ffihe had Fust  started running when a  banging sound 
echoed across the courtTard, catching her attention. Nhen 
there were screaffs that she realized had been there all 
along, and theT grew louder and ffore panicked bT the secH
ond. ffihe turned toward the keep and found it an inferno. 
Nhe door the ukori had barred was shaking violentlT, and 
she reffeffbered her countrTffen were inside. Yssili, Wabi, 
and the guardsffen were the voices she heard, and theT were 
being burned alive. -erah reffeffbered that the other eCit 
froff the keep was locked. Wone would escape without help 
froff the outside.

Nhe chance to kill ’zoch beckoned, and -erah knew it 
ffight have been her last. ’ swim current rushed toward the 
dragon, and it would bring her the revenge she desired. Sut 
she knew she would die amer plunging an arrow into ’zoch. 
ffihe did not fear such a death, but if she was not there to open 
the door for her friends, theT were dead too.

—ists clenched, -erah pulled herself awaT froff ’zoch 
and ran as fast as she could toward the burning keep. ffihe 
efferged into the open courtTard and was not far across 
it when ’zoch roared. Nhe ground shook. Nhe dragon was 
coffing amer her.

’zoch did not take flight, but the speed with which she 
closed told -erah that there was no escape for her. ffihe 
pushed fear froff her ffind and thought of those in the keep. 
Aer legs becaffe weaker, and she ran harder. Aer feet burned 
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unbearablT. ffihe couldnxt see out of one eTe and tasted the 
blood dripping down her face. ffihe gripped the broken arrow.

ffihe reached the door, slid its heavT iron bar awaT, and 
flung it open.

Nhe last thing -erah saw before ’zochxs teeth sank into 
her ffidsection was Sane Yssilixs uneCceptional brown eTes 
“lled “rst with relief, then horror. Nheir silent eCchange 
lasted no ffore than a second. —or -erah, it was an eternitT. 
Nhere was a flash of gratitude in those eTes, and -erah was 
content.

Sut she was also in pain. Zith a sudden Folt, ’zoch leaped 
into the air, and her knifeHlike teeth dug deeper into -erahxs 
sides. ffihe felt the warffth of her blood saturating her shirt 
and pants, and she saw it falling to the courtTard. NheT rose 
higher and higher, and -erah knew what ’zoch was doing. 
ffihe had seen it done before. —or no possible reason but 
hatred, the dragon would take her as high as she could and 
drop her to her death.

yt was a clear night, and the full ffoon bathed the ffounH
tains below in cool, silverT light and shadow. Nhe burning 
fiitadel was the eCception. ffihe could soon see all of ffoonlit 
’nuthura, which ffight have been beautiful if -erah had 
been so high for another reason. ffihe saw woffen and the 
rescue partT streaffing froff the keep, and at the edge of the 
statues, she saw yko staring up at her. Nhe air grew colder as 
theT went higher, or perhaps that was the blood loss.

—ading, she twisted and pulled herself up so she could see 
’zochxs eTe. yn the night, its iris seeffed graT. !ZhT do Tou 
hate usRq she asked weaklT.

Nhe graT eTe shimed toward her, and ’zoch growled. Zith 
a start, -erah recognized intelligence in the dragonxs gaze 
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she had never suspected. ffihe thought the dragon understood 
her.

Wot having forgotten the dragonHkilling arrow in her 
hand, -erah plunged it beneath the scales of ’zochxs cheek, 
and blood flowed. ’zoch screeched and brought her arff 
toward the wound and scratched at it, but the arrow staTed 
put. Nhe dragonxs talons cut -erahxs arffs, and she cried out. 
’zoch rose.

;esigned to death, -erah closed her eTes and waited to 
fall. Aer stoffach dropped with everT beat of ’zochxs wings.

Nhe dragon listed. ffihe coughed and gagged, and her 
wings weakened. ’mer a ffoffent of stabilitT, her flight falH
tered again. ffihe was suddenlT wheezingOlaboring for everT 
breath. ffihe tried to continue upward but faded. Nhen her 
wings gave out for good, and the beast fell with -erah still 
in her ffouth.



Chapter 59

I ko watched Azoch plummet toward the opposite side of 
the courtyard with Zerah in her jaws.

Essili grabbed Iko’s arm. “We have to get out of here! It 
won’t take the vermin long to see what’s happened.” He had 
found Blessed Ember and handed it over.

Azoch’s wings fluttered futilely as she fell. She twisted so 
that her back struck the courtyard first. Her head whipped 
back, throwing Zerah from her mouth. The justice tumbled 
across the courtyard. Iko sheathed his sword and ran toward 
her. 

“Iko, we can’t,” Essili called. “She’s gone!”
Zerah didn’t move as Iko approached. Her bloody body 

glistened in the moonlight, and her shirt was ripped where 
Azoch’s teeth had stabbed into her midsection. One of her 
legs, obviously broken, twisted grotesquely. 

He knelt next to her. “Zerah?”
She didn’t respond. 
Nabi and Essili arrived. 
“She’s still breathing,” Nabi said. 
Iko saw Zerah’s chest rise and fall slightly, and he breathed 

a sigh of relief. He bent over and reached for her. 
“We must be careful.” Nabi knelt beside him. “Straighten 

her first. Captain, grab her there. Iko, support her here.”
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The three carefully positioned Zerah as Nabi ordered, 
then li-ed her and hurried toward their exit. Iko felt a broff
ken rib and repositioned his hand. Nabi kept Zerah’s head 
and neck supported. A few guardsmen and marikano arrived 
and oMered their strength to the eMort. Bore arrived than 
were needed to help. 

Essili gave orders to some of the extras. “Ueiva, take three 
to cut the bridges on the west side. Yse the outer bridges to 
keep clear of the wretchers. I’ll do the same on the east.”

“6es, sir.”
They carried Zerah out of the Citadel as quickly as they 

could safely carry her broken body. She was unconscious the 
entire time. 

When they reached the caves, Casiena rushed into Iko’s 
arms, and they both cried tears of joy. Then they watched 
silently as Nabi and the others did everything they could to 
keep Zerah alive.



Chapter 60

W ithin a week, a vote of no confidence from the re-
mainder of the Guard sent Val Campo from the 

throne. Bane Essili took his place until Ivory City could 
be rebuilt and hold a lawful election. Within another two 
weeks, an arcanotaur was found and slaughtered in the Se-
pentrio Mountains. Four full wineskins of its blood were 
brought back to Ivory City, and thousands of dragon-killing 
arrows were produced. Black fletching marked the arrows, 
and every guardsman was allotted a half-dozen. Any other 
citizen could have up to three.

The arrows breathed life into Ivory City. At first, most of 
its residents elected to stay in the caves since they expected 
another dragon to show up any day. But aRer a couple of 
weeks without seeing any such dragon, some of them be-
came emboldened. For those most eager to step onto the 
long road to recovery, the giR of their own dragon-killing 
arrows had given them enough confidence to take the risk. 
Activity trickled back onto the streets, and they were slowly 
cleared. Bold businesses opened their doors, and some res-
idents with intact homes even moved back into them.

Iko spent his days with ffog, clearing debris for the sake 
of the rebuilding eKort. Bennick and ’ruick had been with 
them, too, but they had gone back to retrieve the rest of the 
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Ekarians. From sunrise to sunset, they hauled charred wood 
into piles in the fields to be burned. Conversation didnjt 
exactly flow freely when Iko was leR alone with ffog, but for 
the most part, they worked well together. As long as their 
focus remained on their shared obJective, the tension that 
had defined their relationship in “ynsomn was noticeably 
absent.

”I think Ijm done for today,H ffog said on the evening 
before the next full moon. Yis hands were on his hips as 
Iko threw the last of their load into the fire. Yis black beard 
dripped with sweat, and like Iko, he was covered in soot and 
ash.

They were a couple of hundred yards south of Ivory City. 
It was unseasonably warm and humid. The sun had dipped 
below the mountains, and the orange sky smoldered. The 
crickets had begun chirping beside the crackling fire.

Iko nodded in agreement with ffog and picked up a heavy 
oak branch he had carried with them since finding it on the 
edge of the untamed lands within the city.

”?ou going to throw that in with the rest of itDH ffog asked.
Iko shook his head. ”Itjs going to be my new bow.H Ye 

presented it proudly. ”Itjs perfect. qonjt you thinkDH Yejd 
been carrying a guardsmanjs bow since Godskeep, and he 
hated it.

ffog raised his brow and took the wood from Iko for in-
spection. ”Ijve never made a bow, but Ijll take your word for 
it.H Ye tossed it back, and Iko caught it.

Iko bent to pick up a handful of flowers hejd collected that 
aRernoon.

”What are those forDH ffog asked. 
”Cas asked.H 
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The two walked back into Ivory City, planning the next 
day as they went. They had nearly finished clearing the re-
mains of a pair of houses and decided theyjd help to remove 
what was leR of the wall the next day. Essili had mentioned 
he was eager to get a new wall in place, but they couldnjt do 
that until there was room for it.

When they arrived at qunbardin Castle, they parted ways. 
ffog headed for the tunnel to the caves, and Iko headed for 
the servantsj Luarters, where Cas had been spending most 
of her time. Several of the inJured had been kept there, and 
Essili had allowed Ouci Shuckwine and her new baby a room 
while Bennick went back to “ynsomn to gather the rest of 
their family. The Luarters were at the bottom of the castle 
and close enough for escape into the caves if it came to that. 

Iko knocked on the door to Oucijs bedroom.
”Come in,H Ouci said.
Iko pushed the creaking door open to find Cas holding the 

baby next to Ouci.
Iko laughed and nodded toward Cas and the baby. ”Thatjs 

brave of you, Ouci.H 
”Cas has been very helpful,H Ouci said.
Iko smiled.
”I used the extra time and that kitchen to make a little 

stew. Therejs some leR if you want it,H Ouci said. ”Beef and 
potatoes.H

Iko suddenly smelled the savory stewed meat waRing 
down the hallway, and his mouth watered. ARer such a day 
of work, he couldnjt have asked for anything more.

Cas handed the sleeping and swaddled infant back to Ouci 
and went to Iko. They waved goodbye to Ouci and Luietly 
shut the door.
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”qid you get themDH Cas asked.
Iko presented the flowers to her.
”!hZ I didnjt mean so many. I donjt think theyjll all fit in 

the vase.H 
”I wanted you to have your pick,H Iko said.
They walked hand in hand down the hallway to the can-

dlelit kitchen. Cas took a seat on the counter and arranged 
the flowers in a simple wooden vase shejd found. Iko ate 
what remained of Oucijs stew while Cas told him about her 
day. She had taken the baby on a walk twice by herself. Shejd 
helped Ouci in her eKort to learn how to read, and theyjd 
found a fascinating book about sea monsters. Essili had also 
come by looking for Iko.

”What did he wantDH Iko asked.
Cas shrugged. ”Ye said hejd come back aRer sunset.H She 

observed the flowers and nodded in satisfaction. ”I think itjs 
ready.H

They walked back down the hallway to a diKerent room, 
and Cas knocked on the door.

”Come in,H Nerah said inside.
They pushed open the door. Iko still had not gotten used 

to the sight of Nerah with splints on every limb and bandages 
covering much of the rest of her. A gash across her forehead 
was healing at last. 

She had been treated with marikano medicine, which 
Pabi  had insisted was most  fortunate.  The humans of 
Ivory City had yet to master pre-dragon medicine, but 
the marikano of Oake —ortumnus had many highly trained 
physicians, and some had served Bhal Adair. They had elixirs 
for pain and festering wounds, and very specific protocols 
for treating various broken bones. 
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”I brought these for you,H Cas said, raising the vase.
Nerah oKered a faint smile. ”Thank you. This room needs 

a bit of life in it.H
Nerahjs thanks was sincere enough to convince Cas, but 

Iko heard sadness behind her words?the sadness Cas had 
meant to remedy with the flowers. Nerah had hardly engaged 
in conversation with anyone since coming back to qun-
bardin. Shejd been distant?preoccupied. Essili had sug-
gested it was because shejd been confined to her room except 
when Pabi had carried her elsewhere. Pabi thought it was 
because there was still much uncertainty about whether 
Nerah would fully heal. Iko thought they were both right but 
that there was more to it. Ye Just didnjt know what it was. 

Cas placed the flowers next to the bed. She explained to 
Nerah how shejd helped with Oucijs baby. 

And within a few minutes, Essili was there with a piece of 
paper in hand.

”Wherejs the rest of Oucijs beef stewDH Essili asked. ”I was 
looking forward to that.H

Taking him too seriously, Cas scrunched her face in dis-
approval. ”?ou canjt rely on Miss Ouci to feed you. Shejs got 
a baby to worry about. Canjt you tell someone else to do that 
nowDH

Essili smirked. ”I suppose I can.H
”Cas says you were looking for me,H Iko said. ”Pews of the 

wretchersDH
”Still at Colimina,H Essili said. ”The ukori have started 

eating the wregs.H
Casjs eyes widened.
”Ijll spare you further detail,H Essili said. ”Thatjs not why 

I came, anyway.H Ye handed the paper hejd held to Iko.
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Iko raised his brow. ”Whatjs thisDH
”Statement from one of our men. From when Azoch 

came,H Essili said. ”Nerahjs already read it, and we thought 
it may interest you.H

Iko read it.

I, Brunto Fornswip, hereby swear that this statement 
is as true as I can recall. I have added or taken noth-
ing away from my recollection of this event. When 
I found Miss Dori Felsmit among the rubble, she 
appeared to have been mortally wounded. Wounds 
on her legs were consistent with dragon bites, as far 
as I can tell, but obviously, the dragon hadn’t bitten 
her in half, as she could have. Miss Felsmit was 
also frostbitten, unlike anyone else I found following 
Azoch’s attack. I found no explanation for the frost-
bite. Miss Felsmit was delirious when I found her. 
She spoke only the following words, and requests for 
clarification went unanswered before she died. She 
said, “It hates us. It hates us. It lied to me. It hates 
us. Don’t believe it. It hates us.” This concludes my 
statement.

”I donjt understand,H Iko said. ”We all know the dragon 
hated us.H

Essili nodded. ”Thatjs what everyone else thinks, too. That 
she was referring to the dragon.H

Iko tilted his head. ”?ou donjt think it is AzochDH
Nerah broke her silence. ”Azoch couldnjt have lied to qori, 

could she haveD Pot too long ago, she claimed to have talked 
to a god.H



FEAR OF THE SKY 387

Ikojs eyes widened.
”qori was also banished shortly thereaRer, and shouldnjt 

have been in the city when Azoch came,H Essili said. 
Nerah added, ”We wonder if she may have gone to Azoch 

and the dragon carried her back.H
Iko mulled over the information for a minute. Makus had 

gone near Azoch to protect her, ostensibly at the behest of 
his demon. ”?ou think she knew Makusjs demonD The !ne 
Who SpeaksDH

”I do,H Nerah said.
Essili shrugged. ”But we donjt know anything about gods. 

We were hoping you could help out.H
”Ijd never heard of The !ne Who Speaks until Makus 

mentioned it,H Iko said. ”But I can certainly look into it.H
”qo that, will youDH Essili said. ”I canjt say Ijve been 

sleeping too well with all this on my mind.H
”Sure,H Iko said. ”Anything to help.H





Thank You!

Thank you so much for reading Fear of the Sky! If 
you enjoyed this story, please consider leaving 
a review on Amazon or Goodreads. Even a few 

words can help others discover it.

-Kris
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