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    For my little phoenixes. 

      

    

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Note to the Reader:
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Phoenix Heart is a series very much like your favorite streaming tv. There are seasons and episodes. These episodes are designed to be read in roughly two hours, though fast readers will read more quickly and those of you who really like to absorb the story may take longer. They’re intended to be fast-paced, exciting, and they release frequently so that you can keep up with the story even if you have a very busy schedule. Perfect for lunch breaks, a single evening of enjoyment, or younger readers who like bite-sized chunks, this story will keep you wanting more.

I’d like to also offer you a prequel short story for free download when you join my subscribers.

Also of note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, events and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Enjoy!
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Chapter One
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Dawn came and with it the sense that I’d lost something precious. I would never love the light of day the way I had before. Not now that Kazmerev ruled my nights and emptiness my days. 

“The ground is too hard,” Nessy complained beside me in the gathering light. The village had decided to bury the dead immediately. If more raiders came, we didn’t want them counting bodies and knowing what we’d done. Easier to look innocent with the evidence covered up. “I don’t know how they expect us to dig graves when it’s still tight with frost. We might as well be hacking at ice.”

She was exaggerating. We’d buried Veela and we could bury these raiders. I kept working alongside the others, carving a place for them in the hillside. I couldn’t really dig with one arm bandaged and stitched, but I could help carry buckets of clay and help move things out of the way of wheelbarrows. My arm ached where the arrow had grazed it – but that was all it had done. At least it hadn’t lodged in the flesh and left me with a ruined arm. This wound would heal quickly once it could rest. And if it couldn’t rest it would still heal, just with an angry scar. That’s how flesh wounds were.

I didn’t like the furtive glances the townsfolk kept stealing at me. No one wanted to work beside me except for Nessy and when I hurried to bring them tools or clear the ground nearby for wheelbarrows, the townsfolk moved too, keeping the distance between us.

“Fire,” I’d heard whispered and “phoenix.” And I couldn’t tell if they thought that my efforts to save our village had succeeded or doomed us all. Some of those eyes glittered with wariness – eyes that had never really looked at me before.

Just as bad, their glances couldn’t help but drift by me as they watched Tyndale and Mally arguing very publicly beside us.

“You can’t go anywhere with him no matter what he says,” Tyndale said for what felt like the hundredth time. I could probably set a rhythm to him saying that and dig this whole hillside out in time with it. The dawn light painted his features in stark relief. “He’s making this up. None of us have ever heard of this thing he says you are.”

“Ai’sletta,” Mally said. She wasn’t saying much. She never did when she was really mad – and she was really mad at him. I could see how her eyes were flashing whenever she looked at him. “It means Chosen One.”

“Chosen by him, maybe. But you’re my betrothed and I’m not giving you up.” 

He was wasting his time. With her chin jutted out like that, Mally had already made her decision. She was going. She’d break their betrothal. She’d walk away from him. She didn’t love him enough to stay.

I felt sick at the thought as I carved my own part of the hillside up with the heavy work of digging into clay with one arm. No one loved me like that. No one would beg me to stay anywhere. None of these people – my family, my town – had so much as objected when Aunt Danna suggested offering me to the raiders. If they’d taken me away or killed me, the town would have breathed a sigh of relief. Even now, when we were burying the ones who attacked us instead of burying our own, they still gave me a wide berth.

I gritted my teeth as Tyndale paused and his sad speech cut into my heart in a way that kept it from being able to harden.

“Please, Mally.” And with those words, he suddenly wasn’t fighting. He was pleading. “You were going to marry me. We were going to have children together. A home. Just like we promised each other. Please.”

I risked a glance in her direction. She was looking away, her face inscrutable. The only sound in the air was the sound of picks and shovels on hard clay.

When she finally spoke, the whole town was waiting to hear her words. “I guess we won’t now.”

She dropped her shovel as if she didn’t need it and walked away, leaving the rest of us to bury those who had come looking for her.

I sighed as Tyndale picked up her shovel and with the energy of a man with nothing to lose, tore into the hillside. 

I wasn’t the only one keeping her gaze to herself and blinking back tears when Uncle Llynd and Gandy arrived a moment later bringing the last of the dead in a wheelbarrow.  We’d already buried our own. We’d done that first. And said proper words over them. I shivered at the sight of these raiders. They could have been the rest of us, although I didn’t think the raiders would have been kind enough to dig graves.

But if it hadn’t been for Kazmerev and Judicus Franzer Irault, that would have been us for sure.

As if I’d spoken his name, the rope worker appeared before me, the wind battering his dark cloak and swirling it around him. Someone had cleaned his fine coat and shirt, but they hadn’t been able to fully remove the bloodstains from it or had time to patch the hole where the sword had been buried into his side.

He stood there, swaying for a moment before he found me in the crowd. One finger crooked as he beckoned to me. He was barely on his feet, his dark eyes ringed with purple.

I planted my shovel in the ground and hurried to obey. This is what I’d been waiting for – some sign from him of what came next. Kazmerev had said we’d be part of his coterie now and we’d travel away from here, but he hadn’t known more than that, and Judicus had been too ill to tell me. 

Now, my hands tingled, and my mouth felt dry at the idea that I was finally going to hear it for myself. I stole a furtive glance over my shoulder and saw the town watching me like they’d watched Mally and Tyndale and I knew one thing for sure – whatever came next, I couldn’t stay in my village. Not now. In fact, the sooner I left the better. And that thought left a cold stone in my belly that made me feel like I needed to sit down. 

A few days ago, I’d been willing to be an apprentice to anyone who would have me just to get out of this town but now that I had my chance, I was beginning to realize something worrisome: I wasn’t ready.
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Chapter Two
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I chewed on my lip, suddenly both anxious and excited. I almost felt like I could feel change in the air, like a shift of the wind or a turn of the tide.

“Can we speak together?” Judicus asked me gently. 

He had an odd scar running down his temple, old and aged. I’d hardly noticed it in the close sickroom, but here in the light of morning it stood out. At my nod, he tried to turn, clutching his belly. 

I slipped my arm under his shoulder and helped him walk. He still shouldn’t be out of bed. He needed weeks more to recover. But I understood his urgency. There were more raiders out there. The town’s best chance of survival was for us to leave. And this was my chance, too, if I dared to take it. 

His face flushed pink in the gathering light. “Or, I suppose I shouldn’t say speak.”

He looked flustered and I offered him an ironic smile. People always stuttered over how to approach the fact that I couldn’t speak to them. Whether my voicelessness was magically induced, or the result of the trauma that had happened to me as a child, I didn’t know. It didn’t matter to me. I was fine living without a voice and it didn’t need fixing – or blushing about.

“I’ll learn your signs if I’m given enough time to try,” he said, much more confidently. “And, of course, I can understand yes and no.”

I nodded at that, laughing silently to myself.

“I sound like a fool,” he said ruefully, running a hand through his hair. “But that’s why we need to talk. Can we sit together?” 

I nodded again, steering him toward a clearing between the hillside and the town where we usually cleaned fish. There was room all around it, so no one would eavesdrop on what he was saying. And there would be somewhere for him to sit. He shouldn’t be walking so far.

He settled on the fish cleaning bench and ran a hand over his face again. Maybe he was just as worried as I was.

“I promised you that you would be my secret keeper,” he said, looking at me with concern in his eyes. “But you don’t have to come with me if you don’t want.”

I shook my head. I did have to go with him. Scared or not. Ready or not. After riding a phoenix through town, I certainly couldn’t stay here. No one here wanted that kind of power anywhere nearby. They knew it would draw trouble. So did I.

“It’s the ai’sletta that the raiders are after – though I don’t know how they knew she was here. It was my theory. My research.” His brow furrowed. “Unless I was followed, but Veela would have noticed. I’m sure of it. She didn’t say anything about being followed.” 

He bit his lip looking away and then back to me.

“Because you are Kazmerev’s new Flame Rider, you can have a place in my coterie. Do you want that?”

I nodded firmly. I didn’t have a choice. I tried to keep my hands in my skirts so he wouldn’t see them shaking.

“Does Kazmerev want that?”

I nodded again, trying a slight smile to put him at his ease.

He sighed and looked like he was trying to compose his thoughts. 

“I feel bad dragging you into this mess.” He shot a side-eyed look at me and I kept my face straight. As far as I was concerned, this was all very straight-forward, and he was making it more complicated than it needed to be. “Seriously, you don’t have to join me. There’s ... I think there’s more at work in all of this than just raiders attacking a town and saying they want the ai’sletta. No one would judge you for staying here.”

I rolled my eyes and he blushed again.

“Okay, I guess you’ve decided you’re with me. Right?” He ran a nervous hand through his hair.

I nodded patiently. 

“I suppose I should at least give you some kind of background if you’re going to stay with me. I’m from Calicarn.” He paused, watching me. A little bird began to sing as blithely as if this wasn’t the most important conversation of my life. 

I nodded gravely. All I knew about Calicarn was that it was two full nations south of us. It didn’t matter. He could be taking me to the other side of the world and it wouldn’t matter. I glanced back at the hillside and caught more than one person leaning on a shovel and looking in our direction. I couldn’t stay here. 

“Our Grand Hadri has a Hunt every five years and if you’re young and noble you can round up a group of people to go with you on the Hunt – talented helpers are in the coterie and there can be guards or armsmen with the party, too. Are you with me so far?”

I nodded but my mind was full of questions. What was a Grand Hadri? And did that mean Judicus was a noble? He certainly dressed like one.

“This year, we were supposed to find the ai’sletta. No one expected us to do it. They’ve been hunting for her for two generations. But I had a theory. A lot of theories. And they led me all the way up here to find the barmaid.”

I smirked. Mally wouldn’t want to be called that. 

He looked guilty. “Here’s the thing. I need to get her back to the Grand Hadri with me. But the minute anyone knows who she is, her life will be in danger. So, we have to go in secret and with great care.”

I was burning to ask him why this Grand Hadri wanted her. I’d have to be patient because he’d already moved on. Patience was something you learned when you had no voice.

“And, of course, I owe it to you to teach you what I know of Flame Riders. But you don’t actually have to join my coterie. It was Veela who swore to me, not Kazmerev. So, you aren’t tied to me if you don’t want to be, and I’ll be honest – you don’t want to be.” He was rambling. It was a thing people did to protect themselves as if many words could form a shield between themselves and discomfort. He squared his shoulders like he didn’t want to say this part. “I’m a mostly un-trained rope worker with limited funds, no transportation, a name that is in ruins in my own land, and absolutely no connection in other lands. A complete wild card. You’d be better off with almost anything. The most I can offer you is an equal share of both danger and reward. I’m ... well, I’m not very good at this.”

He looked so downhearted. His head slumped down into his hands and his eyes were tightly shut.

I touched his shoulder and when he still didn’t look up, I tightened my grip until he did. Then I pointed at myself and then put my hand on his chest. 

I was going with him no matter how little confidence he had in himself. I couldn’t stay here. Kazmerev had been clear that he wouldn’t stay either, and the two of us were as tied together as if we had been married. If I had to go, I’d rather go with Judicus. He’d proven himself to be honorable and kind and I’d never met someone like that in Landsfall. Even this conversation where he was treating me like a full equal who should get a say in her future – well, that was new.

And oddly, his lack of confidence seemed to make me feel stronger – like I had to stand a little taller so I could help him. I could do this. I could. 

I watched him shyly as he looked down at my hand and then nodded, pushing his long hair back. 

“Okay. Then, I guess I’ll make my side of the vow. You can’t say the words for yours, but if you agree to stick by me and be part of my coterie then hold my hand while I make the vow and it will count for both of us.”

I took his hand firmly in mine. He was so worried that it made me afraid he’d change his mind. I held on tightly so he couldn’t squirm away as he said his vow.

His voice had a small hitch as he said, “My honor to keep you. My wealth to succor you. My conscience to guide you. My glory is yours.”

Not a bad vow. I squeezed his hand and smiled encouragingly, and he blew a long breath out before letting go of my hand.

“Well, I guess what’s done is done. We’re tied now, secret keeper,” he gave me a rueful smile. “So, I guess now that you’re bound to share my counsel and keep my secrets – did I mention that’s what a secret keeper is? My closest advisor?” I shook my head, but I was secretly pleased. I was just glad it wasn’t a reference to my voicelessness. “Well, I can tell you I’m worried. I’ve never seen raiders attack like they did here. I’ve never heard of them looking for the ai’sletta before. And I have a bad feeling they’re going to hunt us all the way down the coast. There are other things I should tell you. So many.” He looked around him as if he was suddenly worried someone might be listening and when his eyes caught on a solitary raven hopping from a tree to peck at the ground, he shook his head. “But not here. Not in this town. I’ll tell you when we leave this place.”
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Chapter Three
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I don’t know everything a Secret Keeper does, but I know Judicus seemed a lot lighter after he told me that much. 

“Come on. We need to go convince your family,” he said when he was done. I didn’t think Mally would need much convincing after this morning, but I thought the rest of her family might feel differently.  

We found her with my aunt Danna. 

“Already done burying all the dead?” my aunt asked me with a pointed look. She wasn’t happy to see us. Mally was working beside her cleaning the common room of the inn and we’d walked right into an argument. I could tell by the way they both had identical flashing eyes and innocent looks on their faces.

I shook my head and gestured to Judicus, indicating he had something to say.

“The raiders will be back, honored innkeeper,” he said to my aunt and his accent seemed just a little thicker. Was he doing that on purpose? “But only if I and the ai’sletta remain here. We need to leave. As soon as possible.”

“Mally can stay right here,” my aunt said, her words tight and sharp. I knew better than to push her when she was in a mood like this but Judicus didn’t. 

“She can’t,” he said simply. “Those who survived will be finding reinforcements. They’ll be back. Maybe even tonight. I can hold them off when I’m well and strong, but I used up a lot of my strength last night and I’m not healed. I won’t be able to keep them off of us forever.”

“Then Sersha will,” my aunt said, her voice even pricklier as if she could discourage conversation with it. “She surprised us all with that display last night, but she’s always been a good girl. She’ll be loyal to her family and her town.”

“Sersha is still learning,” Judicus said, shooting a look my way. Had he heard my name before this? I wasn’t sure. But I was glad he knew it now. “She won’t be able to hold them off forever, either. Especially now that the element of surprise has been lost. We need to leave. Tonight, or tomorrow morning.”

“If you can’t keep them safe in a nice stone inn, then you can’t keep them safe out on the road,” my aunt Danna said in a sing-song voice. I took a step back. I’d learned to fear that voice. There was no coming back from that voice.

“I don’t think you understand,” Judicus began. 

I tugged his arm. If he thought raiders were dangerous, he had no idea how bad Aunt Danna could be when she used the sing-song voice.

“Mally.” Aunt Danna said, hammering her words out like Tyndale hammered iron. “Is marrying Tyndale. She is staying here. She will have children. She will live a long and happy life. And we will protect her.”

And then she turned her back as if that was all there was to the discussion.

I caught a side glance from Mally. Her chin jutted out and her arms were crossed. And despite the fact that her eyes stayed almost entirely on Aunt Danna, I was pretty sure she planned to go with us. Judicus didn’t need to convince Aunt Danna – not when Mally’s mind was made up.

I tugged Judicus back to our room and laid him down on Mally’s bed and started to brew tea. He sank back gratefully, gasping as I offered the tea and checked his bandages. He was bleeding again. All that walking and talking had been too much effort. I shook my head at him and pointed to his wound.

“I know,” he said, his eyes fluttering shut. “I’m in bad shape. But we can’t stay here.”

I nodded my understanding.

“Do you think she’ll come with us if we can slip her out from under her mother’s nose?” he asked me.

I nodded and then tried to indicate with gestures that he had no horse. It took a while to make him understand.

“Veela and I came on one, but yes, I don’t think it’s here anymore,” he agreed. “That’s okay. I planned to take a boat from among those the raiders brought here. Do you think you can gather supplies? Blankets? Herbs for pain? Maybe a kettle?” 

He looked at me helplessly as I nodded. Veela must have been the practical one. If we were going to set out in a boat, we’d need so much more than blankets and herbs. And I was going to have my work cut out for me gathering it all under Aunt Danna’s nose.

I bathed his head with a cool cloth and then slipped from his room when he dozed off to sleep. Would he survive a boat ride? It would probably be gentler than riding a horse, but if we hit rough seas, they would still jostle him. And any jostling might aggravate his wound.

Worry curled in my chest. We had raiders to worry about. And an uncertain future. His wound complicated both those things.

I was still frowning in thought when I closed the door behind me and turned right into Aunt Danna, standing with her arms crossed over her chest.

“Well, Sersha,” she said with a quirked eyebrow. “You aren’t planning to leave us just yet, are you?”

I shook my head no and she seemed to soften. 

“But you are going to leave?” 

I agreed and she nodded, her eyes narrowing. “That’s probably for the best. A lot has happened in these past days and I think it’s best for everyone if you head along your way.”

I wasn’t going to get an apology from her for offering me up as a sacrificial lamb. That was for sure.

I thought I might be willing to forgive her anyway. Especially now as I looked into her uncertain eyes. She was trying to disguise the look in them with bold words and bluster, but there was fear underneath. We took care of our family. She’d taken care of me when my parents died. Was she afraid I wouldn’t do my part now? That I would put them in danger?

“I’ll make a deal with you, Sersha,” she said grimly. “I’ll help you gather all the supplies you need as long as you promise me, you’ll take that boy and leave here tomorrow morning.”

I nodded fervently. 

“And that you’ll leave Mally behind,” she said, her voice hard as iron. “If he wants someone to be called ai’sletta and go far away with him it can be you. No one will know the difference anyway.”

I hesitated. 

Her face darkened with fury. “At least promise me that you won’t try to convince her to come with you. Promise me you’ll leave her to my advice and counsel.

That I could do. I nodded my agreement.

But I doubted Judicus could be convinced of that. I was his secret keeper, but for some reason I couldn’t fathom, Mally meant more than that to him. She meant enough to come up here and risk his life for. Being voiceless, I was spared having to tell my aunt what she should have already known – that nothing would be the same in Landsfall ever again.
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Chapter Four
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I didn’t have time to tell Judicus what was happening, and I wasn’t sure how I would even if I’d had the opportunity. It would be a while until he learned my signs well enough to communicate larger ideas with me. 

Judicus slept the day away – and no wonder. That wound he’d suffered would take time and energy to heal and I didn’t know what cost he paid for the magic he used defending our town. 

I checked on him twice during the day in between taking a nap and gathering what things Aunt Danna said I could take with me. She wasn’t stingy. She allowed for two wheels of cheese and dried meat wrapped in oilcloth, road rations of fat and dried berries, two waterskins, two blankets, fire-starting equipment, a pot – all the basics. Even so, once they were packed into four leather bags, they seemed a meager thing to take of the life I’d had. I stood awkwardly over them, one hand clutching the other arm when the sun dipped low and Kazmerev was born again in my heart.

My relief at seeing him again was enough to almost send me to my knees. Bright feathers bloomed from the darkness, blushing scarlet from his plum body and then slowly ripening to burnished gold at the tips of his feathers. He felt like warmth in my heart. 

I’m very happy to see you, too. I feel ... fresh and new in your service.

I stumbled out of the stables where the bags were stashed to find him in the quiet outside the places of people. All the villagers were inside the inn again. No one could shake the feeling that the raiders might return at any time. No one wanted to go home yet – not when that might be deadly. 

A guard had been posted on the inn roof – but he wasn’t looking in the courtyard. I stole out not the silky night, careful not to walk toward the finished graves, but in the other direction, inland.

Was Kazmerev unhurt? He’d had to leave so suddenly last night. I reached carefully for him and he ducked his head so I could touch the silky feathers there.

I am reborn safe and sound. Don’t fear for me. He sounded cautious. I followed the raiders who fled, watching to see where they went. They were regrouping south of here. They will come back to this town. He paused again. He must be afraid to bring this up after I was so set to defend my town last time. The best thing for your people is for us to leave.

So everyone kept telling me. 

And Judicus? Will he come with us?

Yes. We were still a part of his coterie.

Kazmerev seemed pleased. He tossed his head and little sparks flickered off with the scent of woodsmoke.

Then go get him. It’s time.

But we were leaving in the morning. It was planned.

We travel at night. It’s safer, and I can guard you from above. In the day, how will I watch your back, little hawk? You are as one newly fledged and with no voice of your own. You shouldn’t travel when I cannot watch you. And the sooner we set out the further we can travel before I die the phoenix death once more.

I felt torn. He made perfect sense, but I’d also promised Aunt Danna we’d leave in the morning. I hadn’t said goodbye. I hadn’t slept except in tiny snatches in three days. I wasn’t ready to travel. I was ready to sleep.

I understand. Everyone is cranky without sleep – not that I would know. I am either dead or alive. There is no in-between. He sounded angry. 

I felt my cheeks growing hot.

No, no need for embarrassment. You can’t be expected to remember little details like when I’m alive or when I’m dead. You can sleep now. Here. I will wake you when the night is half full and you can go rouse Judicus then.

He was angry. And I didn’t know what to do about it. I was just trying to make everyone happy.

You can’t make everyone happy. Pick a person. Make that person happy. The rest will have to live with disappointment.

He clearly meant he wanted me to pick him. I was about to explain that things weren’t that simple when a lantern light bobbed out of the darkness and Mally seized me by the back of the neck.

“If you think you’re leaving without me you can think again,” she hissed.

I held up my hands to placate her.

“I’m the ai’sletta that the rope worker was looking for.” She tossed her curls as if she wanted me to know how confident she was, but I saw the gleam of worry in her eye.

This is the ai’sletta of prophecy? I wasn’t sure if Kazmerev sounded more awed or more offended.

I didn’t know any prophecies, but I knew Mally. She didn’t like being excluded. And she could be vicious if she thought you were trying to take something of hers.

With my hands, I asked her about Tyndale.

She rolled her eyes. “There are other men. Maybe I’ll even come back for him. Who knows?”

I gave her a worried look.

“Don’t judge, Sersha. If he really loves me, he can wait. He’s not the one the raiders are looking for.” 

And that was why she was coming with us. I saw the glint of fear in her eye. Sometimes with Mally, you have to listen for all the things she isn’t saying.

“I’m going to wake the rope worker,” she said calmly, pinching my arm. I batted her hand away. “You go get the bags and meet us at the docks. We’re taking a boat.”

She was gone without waiting to see if I agreed or not.

That is the ai’sletta of prophecy? That pinching gull?

I almost laughed at his thoughts. A gull. That was too mild of a word. Mally could be quite cunning.

Hmm. But if she harms you, she’ll find I do more than singe her edges. I’m angry – angry all the time when I think of Veela and how she died. I wouldn’t mind burning something.

She wouldn’t harm me. And Kazmerev had better not burn her. Mally would just make my life a misery. I tried not to think about that as I gathered the bags of what Aunt Danna had let me take. There would be no goodbyes. And there would be no sleep.

I peeked out of the stables and looked longingly around the town. Landsfall was the only place I remembered living. I knew every nook of the place. And now I was going to leave in the night without a goodbye. It felt like running out on a friend.

Listen. Let your heart feel mine.

I paused outside the stable and let my eyes drift to him standing on the thatched roof, his glorious fire caressing every feather and gleaming in his bright, knowing eyes. The eye on the side nearest me looked right down into my eyes.

I will not leave you. I will not abandon you. You will never need to say goodbye to me.

My eyes pricked with tears as his words turned lighter.

And as for the ai’sletta – if she pinches you again, I will peck her toes. He seemed irritated. Even if it lowers me to her level, and I never thought I’d sink that low. 

I nodded my head, grateful, and adjusted the bags hanging from my shoulders. They were heavy and I was not ready for this.

We’re never ready for adventures, Sersha. But sometimes they are just what we need.

Adventures, it seemed, were very uncomfortable.
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Chapter Five
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By the time I had gathered our bags and worked my way out to the docks, Mally was already there dragging a reluctant Judicus with her.

“If we don’t leave now, I’m not going at all,” she said, her jaw set and determined. She was exactly like Aunt Danna when she wanted to be.

“Look, surely we can be reasonable about this,” Judicus was saying, his hands held up as if he could ward her off. “We do need to leave, but we can wait until the morning. You can say your goodbyes to your family and your friends. You might not see them for a very long time. Isn’t that a good reason to wait?”

“It’s a good reason to go,” Mally said, looking over her shoulder s if she could already see Aunt Danna striding after her. “Before they find a way to tie me to this town and I never get to leave.”

“We will need some supplies,” Judicus protested. “We can’t eat hopes or drink dreams.”

“Sersha has all the supplies we need, don’t you, Sersha?” Mally asked as she searched through the boats tied to the docks. Some were fisherman’s boats – left here when the fishermen fled to the inn during the raid. Some were foreign – boats of raiders that they couldn’t afford to crew when they fled here missing so many of their number. She hurried along the docks testing one after another. Most were damaged – whether intentionally or accidentally – from the chaos before.

I held up the leather bags awkwardly and tried to will Kazmerev to be seen so Judicus could see we were both there. He looked relieved.

“It’s good to see you both,” he said, running a nervous hand through his hair.

He looks ill. I think I agree with him. You should wait for him to rest more. 

“I must admit, I’m barely keeping to my feet,” Judicus said, as if telling me a great secret. “And I could really use another night of sleep, but your cousin might be right. Maybe now is the best time to –”

“This one,” Mally called from beside a small fishing sloop. It had two sets of oars and a single mast with a sail. It didn’t have water in the hull – an improvement on the others – and the sail was rolled neatly which suggested the owner took good care of it, but it wasn’t a raider boat. Taking it would be stealing. “Don’t look at me like that, Sersha. It’s not stealing. Tyndale will pay the fisherman if he’s still alive.”

Tyndale. Who she was abandoning. Was he supposed to sit here and pine for her and pay her debts? Or did she expect him to marry someone else and still pay for a boat?

I shook my head, crossing my arms over my chest.

I also do not approve of theft. I will not endorse it. Kazmerev sounded put out. He ruffled his feathers irritably, his eye never leaving Mally.

“Can you swim, rope worker? Sersha and I can, though I’m much faster,” Mally said blithely. “Not that I think we’ll have to, but if a disaster strikes it would be good to know.”

“Of course, I can swim,” Judicus said absently.

“Not everyone can.” 

“Can Kazmerev see any raiders nearby?” Judicus asked me nervously. It was a good question and I nearly sighed with relief.

Could he go check? It might simplify things down here.

I’ll look. 

Kazmerev leapt into the sky and my heart made a little lurch. I wanted to fly up there with him away from ground quarrels that might lead to a stolen boat and the way my belly was rolling and flopping at the idea of running from Landsfall in the middle of the night. 

You will again, I swear it. We’ll fly together.  

He made a wide circle, looking in every direction. 

I’ll put you on my shoulders tomorrow and fly you as far and wide as you want to go – but I think that if you want to travel with Judicus you might need to stay with him. He is barely standing. He needs a groundling to help him walk.

He was right. When I looked at Judicus he was swaying on his feet. He wasn’t well enough for much more standing. With care, I took his hand and led him into the boat to the prow. Mally was checking the oars and making sure her bags were in a good place.

I took Judicus’ bag gently from him and put it in the hull so he could rest against it.

“Thank you,” he said softly. There was pain in that voice.

“No rest for him. He needs to row. There’s no wind,” Mally announced.

I shook my head at her and positioned myself at the first set of oars, staring at them grimly. I couldn’t row well with my arm injured but I wasn’t sure what else to do. She was going to get our ally killed and then she really would be trapped here. 

She rolled her eyes. “Sersha, always the martyr.”

“Sersha?” Judicus asked faintly. I glanced over my shoulder at him. “Does Kazmerev see anything?”

Tell him I see fires down the shore but now for a few hours by boat. Nothing inland but the town. Nothing north. Is the next town north very far?

I wasn’t sure there was a next town north. Our supplies came from the south or inland.

There should be more north of here.

But I also couldn’t tell Judicus all of that. I tried to sign to Mally and she snorted. “I’m busy getting ready to sail, Sersha, and you know that if my mother notices we’re gone she won’t let me go, so stop trying to distract me. We can chat later.”

I had not realized how I would partake in your voicelessness. Veela was my voice to other humans. 

I feel my cheeks flare red. I’d dragged him into this with me. It wasn’t fair. And then suddenly he was there, landing whisper-soft on the gunwale of the boat and leaning in so that his huge head brushes cheek to cheek with mine.

I am pleased to share this with you. I am pleased to join you in it.

He gently butted his feathered head against me.

I was stunned. 

He said he was pleased. He’d lost his voice now that he was bound to me and he was ... pleased?

I’m pleased with you and that is all that matters. Now, do not fear, little hawk, I will fly above, and I will keep us safe. Watch over Judicus Franzer Irault and try to keep that gull back from him and we’ll find a way clear of this place and our enemies.

He launched himself upward in a flurry of sparks. I blinked my vision clear and when I turned over my shoulder to look at Judicus, he was fast asleep, his mouth hanging open. His injury really had taken a lot out of him. 

Before I’d even turned back again, the boat lurched forward and shuddered. I spun in my seat and met Mally’s grin.

“And we’re off,” she said, grabbing her own oars. “South, I think. I’m sick of the cold and that’s clearly where he comes from. We’ll row out a little and then set the sail. I think I can manage that much.”

I shook a finger, a clear warning sign, and she rolled her eyes. 

“If you think I’m going to let you choose the direction we go, you’re crazy, Sersha. This is my escape, and we’re doing it my way.”

I tried again, pointing to the south and running a finger across my throat. If there were fires there, there was trouble there.

Mally ignored the warning and began to row without another word. Stunned by her thoughtless bravery, I stared at her for long minutes. The world smelled of water and seaweed and the balmy breezes that sometimes rolled over Landsfall like a thick wool blanket. It also smelled a little bit of fear.

Somewhere in the distance an owl hooted from the shore, its call barely audible over the splash splash of the waves on the shore.

I bit my lip. How close were those fires?

Not close. And this boat doesn’t look very fast.

Was there some other way I could warn her?

I suppose you could try to overpower her.

And then what?

Set your own course? 

But I didn’t know where to go, either.

Hopefully, Judicus would wake before we reached those fires Kazmerev had seen and then I could convince him to listen. Hopefully, Mally would listen to him. Hopefully, I hadn’t just started a journey with two crazy people and one friend who would be gone with the dawn.

But I will remain alive in your heart.

There was that. 

And it would have to be enough.
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Chapter Six 
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I was leaning over in my seat, half asleep, when I heard voices. I blinked fully awake. Across from me, Mally put a finger to her lips, tilting her head to the side as she listened. She kept one hand on a rope she held attached to the boom and another on the tiller. She’d been right, she seemed able to sail the boat – though where she’d learned that was a mystery to me. Tyndale was no sailor, and neither were any of the people in our family. Could a friend have taught her?

She tapped her lips again, emphasizing the need for silence. The only sound came from waves lapping against the hull.

Kazmerev was supposed to warn me if we were close to people.

You shouldn’t be close to anyone there. From the air, I see nothing. The fires are still further down the coast.

And yet, I still heard them. Their voices were faint, but they echoed over the calm water.

“It won’t be easy to get them to attack again. They didn’t like the surprise that he was a rope worker.”

“I thought you stabbed him. How did he get to the town when he was that injured? He should have died on the road, and the woman, too.”

I clamped a hand over my mouth. These were the people who attacked Judicus!

He woke, as if summoned by my thoughts, shuffling in the boat to sit up. I placed a finger over my lips. It was so dark that I couldn’t see individual people along the shore, just a vague outline of land and sea.

Their next words were snatched away.

“Where are we?” Judicus groaned, waking.

“South,” Mally said in a low tone. “About two hours from Landsfall by boat.”

Judicus cursed quietly, sitting up. “Are you crazy? We’ll have to backtrack the whole way. We can’t go south! The raiders are there.”

I felt like rolling my eyes. Well, obviously. But no one was listening to me.

“South is where you’re from and it’s where we’re going, isn’t it?” Mally said with a sniff. “It’s the middle of the night. If we stay quiet, we’ll slide right past any raiders and be on our way. You don’t know what’s north. There could be more raiders there, too. And the roads inland would take too long with all of us on foot. I don’t think you’re up to walking.”

Would we have to go on foot? I wondered if Kazmerev could carry all three of us.

Not far. Maybe a short hop. I could carry you and one other a long distance, but that takes a lot of strength and practice from my Flame Rider since you’d be manifesting my physical presence enough to carry another person. For the first few months, we should stick to just the two of us. We need time to adjust to each other.

That made a lot of sense. 

I smiled slightly, imagining I was on his back right now with my hand buried in his bright-lined feathers and his wings spread into the wind. My heartbeat sped just thinking about it and a little hard lump formed in the back of my throat. 

I think so, too. As soon as we don’t have to watch for enemies, we’ll fly together again. I will teach you the ways of the Flame Riders.

I’d like to hear more about them, too. I knew so little. 

I shall regale you with their great tales and stories, the histories of when my people have tangled with yours.

I was so busy listening to him that I hadn’t noticed how long Judicus was silent until he hissed his reply to Mally.

“You’ve put us in real trouble, Ai’sletta. If we go back, we’ll have to fight the wind and get past those voices.” So, he had heard the voices. He must know then that the ones who had stabbed him were lurking on the shore. “And we don’t know if there are more raiders down the shore.”

I nodded my head as if to try to tell him that there were indeed more raiders further south, but he wasn’t looking. His head was in his hands as he thought.

I swiveled back to Mally and tried to convince her with signs that there were people further south. She waved a hand through the air, irritated. She didn’t want me distracting from her plan.

“If you’re going to travel with us, Sersha,” she whispered. “The least you can do is keep rowing. And just so the pair of you know, if you think this journey is hard on you, it’s just as hard on me. I’m the one who had to leave Tyndale behind, but you don’t see me moaning about it constantly.”

Remind me why you put up with this from her?

She was my cousin. She wasn’t all bad. We’d been friends our whole lives.

If this is what “friend” means to you then I am not your friend. We’ll need a new word for what we are because I don’t plan to treat you like this.

He sounded angry again.

Of course I’m angry! She’s treating my Flame Rider like a common servant.

I’d be lucky to find a job as a common servant. That kind of regular pay without being a burden on your family was a real step up.

I could feel his mental eye roll.

Now that you are my rider, there will be no more talk of servants.

But ...

None.

“Can Kazmerev carry all three of us?” Judicus asked, looking up at me. It took me a moment to pull myself back to our conversation. Even in the faint light, he looked like he was barely keeping himself conscious. He ought to have more healing tea, but there was no way to brew it in a boat.

I absolutely cannot. I could feel his feathers puffing in irritation. Judicus Franzer Irault should remember he’s speaking to a phoenix, not some farm ox he found on the side of the road. 

I leaned forward to feel Judicus’s forehead. How sick was he? Was the fever back? He gently caught my hand and turned it aside.

“Can he?” he asked again.

I shook my head sadly and tried to indicate with signs that there were many fires south of here.

He sighed. “I can’t see your hands in the darkness and even if I could, I don’t know what you’re saying, Sersha. I promise I will ask the ai’sletta to help me learn your signs so we can speak, and we’ll keep light with us so I can see. You must be very frustrated.”

I was. But I was more worried about running into that party of raiders. I bit my lip and tried again.

“I’m sorry,” he said again, still not understanding. “I promise we will try. For now, we’ll follow the ai’sletta’s plan. Our best hope is to get as far away from the voices that claimed they were responsible for stabbing me before they try to do it again. I don’t much care for being stabbed.”

He huffed a wry laugh and Mally joined him.

“Exactly,” she said, satisfied with our decision. “Now, head down Sersha, so I can shift this sail, and let the poor man pass out again. You and I will get us down the coast and in the morning, you can talk all you want with your hands and I will translate.”

At least I won’t have to be there for that. I have a bad feeling that she’s quite loose with the translation.

Sometimes I couldn’t tell if Mally knew she was doing foolish things and just didn’t care, or if she really didn’t realize what she was doing but her confidence fooled you into thinking she did. Whichever it was, it could be deadly to have that kind of confidence in this situation.

I bit my lip and wondered if Kazmerev could help us at all.

Usually, I could help by warning that there are fires ahead and getting closer by the minute. I think I also see movement on the water. 

Great. That was just great.

But since no one will listen to us, I think you and I need to prepare for danger, Sersha. Are you ready to fight raiders with me again?  
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Chapter Seven
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The clouds are getting too thick. That’s what Kazmerev had said an hour ago and at first, I was worried he meant that they got in the way of flying, but now I realized the real problem – they got in the way of seeing. 

I haven’t seen your boat in an hour. I can’t get low enough. Can you see?

Honestly, I couldn’t see either. I’d tried to tap Mally’s leg and then her arm to ask her if she could see well enough to guide the boat and she’d just shaken me off while shushing me. 

“They’re going to hear us, Sersha. Is that what you want?” she whispered fiercely.

And that’s when I knew I’d made a terrible mistake. I shouldn’t have gotten into a boat with Mally at the helm. I shouldn’t have let Judicus do it, either.

Honestly, it might be best that she left her betrothed behind. She doesn’t seem to play well with others.

I slipped to the front of the boat and shook Judicus awake.

“What? Who is it?” he sounded only half awake.

“Leave him alone, Sersha!” Mally hissed. “I’m more than able to sail this boat without consulting the rope worker for every high wave.”

“Sersha?” I couldn’t even see Judicus’s face in the darkness. I leaned back so he wouldn’t sit up and bump his head on mine, but that was the best I could do.

All joking aside, I’m getting anxious up here, Sersha. Kazmerev sounded more than nervous. I tried to get low enough to find you and one of my wings dipped into the sea. It’s fog all the way down to the water.

That wasn’t good. And I couldn’t even tell Judicus. I bit my lip and tried to think. Could I draw Kazmerev to where we were? Could he help us tell Judicus what was happening?

No. Wait for him. He’ll figure it out.

He seemed deadly calm. Which was utterly different from the anger he kept letting out. Why be angry at everything else but not at this?

The anger is my grief, the only way I have to express my loss. This is a problem that needs solving. Immediately.

I waited long moments until Judicus spoke again, this time with eerie calm.

“Mally,” he said slowly. “I feel that I do you an injustice asking this, and yet I am very nervous about what your answer might be. Have you – by any chance – sailed us right into a bank of fog and then continued to sail, not knowing where land is, not dropping an anchor, and not waking me to tell me of this predicament?”

“We’re fine,” Mally said confidently. “It’s just weather.”

And that’s about when Judicus realized he’d also made a huge mistake.

“What have I done,” he moaned.

I waited. After a minute he’d realize – like I did – that there was really nothing we could do now except take down the sail, drop the anchor, and wait it out. At least there wasn’t much breeze in the fog.

Whoa now! Kazmerev said and then he made a sound I didn’t know that sounded almost like a combination of a bird screeching and a human being cursing.

What was he seeing? What had happened?

His mental voice was clipped.

Sudden wind. Can see. Ships. So many ships.

What? What should we do? 

Get that sail down! You’re going to crash!

At that exact moment, a wind hit the sail, slamming the boom to one side and dragging Mally with it. She clung to the rope, nearly falling out of the boat as it leaned precariously to that side.

Her shriek – more anger than fear – cut through the air.

I was glad that I couldn’t speak, because I wouldn’t be able to hold my tongue now. With all my strength, I jammed myself to the other side of the boat, trying to even out her weight.

Judicus, being gifted with a voice, let out a startled yell and then we hit another boat – well, boat was too small of a word for it. We hit a ship with our boat.

There was a crunching sound and a sudden lurch that rattled my teeth together and made my head feel like it had been cleaved open. Pain rolled through my neck.

Cold, inky water bit my feet, swirling up in the darkness to reach my ankles and shins and knees.

“She’s going down,” Judicus yelled, scrambling backward, gathering our leather bags of supplies and holding them up out of the water. Our boat tilted to one side, leaning painfully as the bow was lost to the depths.

Kazmerev! Was he close enough? Help!

Coming. Coming. Coming. He sounded as panicked as I felt. Hold on! I’ve lost sight of you again.

I couldn’t see well enough in the inky darkness to see anything other than a vague outline of the ship we’d hit. There were shouts from above, but the exact words were blocked out by Mally’s cursing.

There was a sound like something huge swallowing and then the boat and everything I had was swallowed by the waves.

I opened my mouth – to scream perhaps – and I suddenly found myself neck-deep in water, trying to swim. The wound in my arm burned and my panicked breathing made my lungs burn right along with it.

I tried to turn in the water, searching for Judicus, when Mally’s loud cursing abruptly stopped, and something grabbed the collar of my dress and dragged up upward.
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Chapter Eight
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There was a scream from above and I felt the brush of something warm against the back of my neck.

Kazmerev! He was here to save me.

I reached for him with my heart, all my hopes stretching up with me.

I began to smile and then – like a knife slicing through soft earth – the clouds parted, and a beam of dawn struck me.

I felt like I almost heard a bird-like shriek and then Kazmerev was gone. My heart fell. 

“Bring them aboard and let’s take a look,” a gravelly voice said, and my vision was temporarily blocked by a flurry of dark shapes hauling me forward, the timbers of a ship, and a variety of boots.

My heart was pounding, and I felt as agitated as the shrieking gulls swirling around us. All it had taken was a breath to lose the boat and Kazmerev. 

I was dropped unceremoniously to the deck beside Mally whose lips were slightly purple in the pale dawn light. Her skin pebbled with cold, and her hands wrapped around herself as if she could clutch her warmth to herself. Our supplies were dumped beside her and water spilled out of the sodden leather bags, spilling across the rough wood of the decking. 

I bit my lip. 

“It’s them,” someone said. “That’s the rope worker.”

Judicus groaned and they all stepped back. I took a chance and peered around Mally to where he was slumped on the deck, dark hair plastered against his face. He looked half-drowned even though I knew he couldn’t be. It must be his wound. He wasn’t even close to healed and the sudden movements needed to scramble out of a sinking boat followed by being dragged and hauled upward must have hurt his side. 

Yes. Right there. Fresh blood stained his linen shirt.

I started to move to help, and a hand clamped on my shoulder. 

“You’re not going anywhere,” the same gravelly voice said. 

I pointed to Judicus’s injury and the man laughed at me, grabbing me by the chin and forcing me to look up at him. The lower half of his face was wrapped in a swath of oilcloth with a pair of leather buckled straps keeping the cloth up and a deep hood surrounding it all. Only his eyes were visible, set in weather-beaten skin that crinkled around their edges. They were steely and hard – hard enough that I didn’t want to make him angry unless it was my only option.

“Cat got your tongue?” he asked – my least favorite expression. It’s moments like this when I want to curse people and tell them exactly what I think that I am grateful to be voiceless. I’m glad there’s something to keep me from ripping them apart – because I could. Oh, I could. I’ve practiced all those words and speeches in my head. I know exactly what I’d say. I know how it would make me feel powerful. And it’s best not to say any of it at all. 

Words are their own kind of magic and even against enemies, they need to be used sparingly. They are arrows. Once loosed, they don’t come back without striking. 

“Well? Speak or we’ll give you reason to speak.” A sharp dagger appeared in his hand, flicking at the cloth of my sodden dress near my belly. I bit my cheek, trying not to panic.

“She’s voiceless,” Mally said from beside me and I almost sagged with relief at her help. There was never any guarantee with her. She might help you when you needed it – or she might not, and I could never figure out which path she’d take until she took it. “She won’t be able to answer your questions.”

“Is that so?” the man said. I could just see over his shoulder that his whole crew was looking at us, peering around each other to get an eyeful. “And why are you sailing with a mortally injured ropeworker and a voiceless girl, pretty, pretty maid?”

He didn’t look at Mally when he said that. His eyes were still on mine. I gritted my teeth. Raiders killed my parents. Raiders were what haunted my nightmares. But I didn’t dare let him see that in my eyes. I knew what anger could do to you. Even the kind that roared through Kazmerev in waves of grieving. It could burn your strength of mind away and leave you hollow.

“She’s who the ropeworker was looking for,” Mally said casually. “He called her ‘ai’sletta.’ Whatever that means. But she can’t go with him alone. She needs someone to interpret her hand signs and that’s me.”

My stomach dropped.

Well, I thought she had decided to help. It turned out she was helping herself – shifting any suspicion or concern in my direction instead of hers. Great. Now they really wouldn’t let me help Judicus – not if they thought I was valuable in some way. And they thought I was the one they came searching for. What would they do to me now?

I shook my head, heart racing and the raider holding me grabbed my shirtfront and shook me. 

“Do you deny it?” he asked.

I nodded firmly. 

The raider glanced aside and I followed his gaze to Judicus on the deck. His face was ghostly pale and the spot of blood on his side was growing.

“Why else would he be fleeing on a fishing boat in the middle of the night?” Mally asked. “Why would he be so desperate that he’d sail right into the middle of all your ships.”

She gestured and I followed the line of her hand to see what she was pointing at. 

In the cloak of night and fog, we’d sailed right into the middle of a group of raider boats at anchor. Now that the fog was clearing, I could count six masts emerging from the mist. Great. Just great. Even if we could somehow get away from this one, there were five others to chase us down and snatch us up.

I clenched my jaw and my fists. This was not a time to surrender or lose hope. 

“He’s not much of a sailor,” the raider laughed, his accent so thick that I nearly missed his words. His crew’s snickers filled the air as I risked another glance in Judicus’s direction. He’d likely torn his stitches. Hopefully, he hadn’t done worse damage than that.

Stupid, stupid, Sersha.

I should have found some way to stop Mally from sailing us here. I should have jumped on her and overpowered her. It had just felt like such an overreaction at the time. But now, what was I going to do to help Judicus and to get us out of this mess? Especially now that we had been captured by the very people we were fleeing.

I was so used to just going along with people that even contradicting them felt like a big statement. It had never occurred to me to take back control and force Mally to do things my way. And now I was seeing what all my politeness had earned me.

The man holding my wrist and chin seemed to be considering Mally’s words. It was hard to tell with his face covered, but his eyes flicked back and forth between us.

“Put them in the bow and tie them securely. We’ll make for Finger Point and see if the mistress likes their story.”

“And the village?” a voice asked. 

“We have no other business there if the ones we seek are already aboard,” the gravelly-voiced raider said. “Signal the others to lift anchor. We’ll set a course and be on our way.”

I caught Mally’s eye, and she winked as if to tell me not to spoil her ruse – which was crazy because if I could have denied what she was saying any more firmly, I already would have. No one was going to listen to me. They never did.

“Tie the ai’sletta extra tightly,” the raider said. “If we return without her, we don’t get paid.”

Great. Just great.
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Chapter Nine 
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They tied my hands in front of me – very tightly, as if they thought I’d be able to slip away at a moment’s notice. I schooled my face to acceptance, forcing my frustration away. I’d had a few moments of self-pity, but I couldn’t stay there. That wouldn’t help anyone. 

I wished I had my hands, not just to check Judicus’s wounds but also to scold Mally for first of all getting us into this situation and second of all for placing the entire blame of it on me. But maybe it was better that I couldn’t do that right now. Better to get a hold of myself. Things could be worse. We could have gone down with our boat.

“We’ll need supplies to bandage him again,” Mally told our captors, pointing to where I was trying to tend Judicus’s wound. One of his stitches had come free and the healing skin had split open again, leaking blood. Without bandages or supplies, it was going to be hard to stitch him. I shot Mally a sour look – I hadn’t entirely mastered calm yet. She returned it with complete innocence. “Isn’t that what you want Sersha?”

Of course, it was what I wanted, but I just shook my head. Calm. Sersha. Calm. Get control of your frustration.

“Thank you,” Mally told the raider when he returned. “Do you ever take that scarf down?”

“No,” the raider said shortly, shoving the bandages at me. Clearly, he knew who was really doing the work.

“Not even for a little while?” she asked and when he stomped away, she snickered. “See, Sersha? They’re easy. Let them think you’re an idiot and they won’t pay any attention to you at all.”

I wanted to tell her that playing with raiders wasn’t going to get her in my good books. I wanted to tell her I was worried about Judicus – that it wasn’t good for his healing to be on this adventure. I wanted to tell her that she should have listened to me when I tried to convince her that sailing south was a bad idea.

I glanced up and found her looking out across the bow and into the wind, her jaw jutting out and her tied hands clasped together. She looked upset. Not just angry or irritated but genuinely afraid.

Even if I hadn’t been voiceless, I would have swallowed all my words at that look. We were all human. We all made mistakes.

I sighed and went back to work binding Judicus’s wounds. I managed to stop his bleeding and get everything clean and rebandaged, even with my hands bound, and by the time I was done I was exhausted. I slumped down beside him and looked around us. 

The raiders had dumped us in the bow of their small sailing ship. They’d left one raider to guard us, but he was keeping his distance. The rest worked busily around the boat. 

The boat they held us on was in the lead with the others following close behind through the last scraps of mist. A crosswind was picking up, blowing the sea into a frenzy and smashing the starboard side of our boat with wave upon frothy wave. White spray flew through the air keeping us constantly damp and the scent of salt was heavy in the air. Almost, I was glad we’d been caught by the raiders. If we’d stayed in the fishing boat, it would be swamped by now. 

Almost.

Mally gave up on looking noble and brave and came to squat with me over Judicus’s unconscious body.

“What I think we both need to know,” she said, “is what the ai’sletta is supposed to be and why everyone wants her so badly.”

I gave her a dry look.

“Well, I’d say it was me that needed to know,” she whispered unapologetically, “but now that I’ve told everyone that you’re her, I think you’ll need to know what they expect. I can’t quite tell if the raiders came because they want her dead or because they want to make her their queen.”

I gave her a second dry look. She was getting good at interpreting those.

“And yes,” she whispered with a smirk. “If the queen thing is real, I’ll be taking that back.”

I hesitated a moment before nodding my agreement. I hated to admit it, but she was right. We needed to know that. As soon as possible. Really, we should have pressed Judicus for details earlier but the whole part about saving the town from another raid had seemed more urgent. 

We’d accomplished that, at least. These raiders were sailing in the exact opposite direction. Landsfall would be safe from raids. They’d have time to rebuild. Our family would be safe.

If we’d headed north, all these ships would have had to go past – or even through – Landsfall. I looked at the rising light in the distance and tried very hard not to imagine what would have come next.

I didn’t want to admit it to myself, but maybe Mally’s mistake hadn’t been a total disaster.

“See? My choice wasn’t a total disaster,” she said, smiling out across the ocean as if she could read my mind.

I bit my lip, willing myself to calm again.

“We’re leading them away from the family. And Tyndale. You keep thinking it was so easy for me to leave him behind, but it wasn’t. It wasn’t.” 

I felt my eyebrows rising. I really had thought it was easy for her to leave him behind. She had acted like she didn’t care. The glassiness to her gaze now said otherwise. 

“And I took a knife off that raider when I was asking him about his scarf, so I can cut these bonds and we can all run – as soon as Judicus wakes up,” she said easily.

My eyes widened and she smirked. “What?”

So – she hadn’t just been toying with him. She’d lifted a knife somehow without being noticed. That was impressive. I’d always thought my cousin was an expert at stirring up trouble. But where had she learned the skills for it?

At midday, they offered us flatbread and water. Judicus still hadn’t woken. I tried to keep him sheltered from the worst of the sun, but there wasn’t much I could do. His body was worn out and the magic he’d used had drained him. He’d wake when he was ready. 

But I couldn’t help the lump of worry growing in my throat. We were in a lot of trouble. Escape – even with that knife – was unlikely. And judging by how the raiders were talking, they planned to bring us to someone even worse than they were. 

They flowed from job to job around the boat, never showing their faces, never removing their hot black clothing, speaking often in their clipped, harsh language. I watched them, hoping they’d show some opening, but there was nothing.

My only hope was that the sun would set and Kazmerev would have a good idea – because right now, I didn’t have any of my own.

In the distance, a settlement appeared along the shore. Our ship changed tack, angling toward it, and I bit my lip. Settlements meant more guards and prisons with locks. This was not good for us.

A tear began to form in my eye when I heard someone whisper my name almost inaudibly. 

“Sersha?”

It was Judicus.
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Chapter Ten
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“Shh,” Mally said, lying down on the deck beside him. “Sersha, you stay up where you can see and watch.”

It was good advice. She could say more than I could with my nods and the limited signs I could use with my hands bound. I knelt in front of them, appearing to look out over the sea, but just blocking them from view.

“Now, listen up, dark and mysterious stranger,” Mally whispered.

“You know perfectly well that my name is Judicus Franzer Irault.” His voice was weak and irritable.

“Fine, Judicus Franzer Irault,” Mally whispered. “While you’re awake we need to discuss something.”

“Yes. Like why you sailed us into a cluster of enemy ships. Have you betrayed us, ai’sletta?”

“That. That’s what we need to discuss,” Mally said, and her tone said she’d take no nonsense. “What is an ai’sletta and what do people expect from her? These raiders are taking us to someone. I don’t know who. And that someone is going to have expectations for Sersha. We need to know what they are.”

“Sersha? Why would they ... wait. You told them she was the ai’sletta.” He ran a hand over his face and froze, clearly in pain from the movement. I leaned over to tug his hand back down and shook my head. He needed to keep the arm still so the wound could heal again.

I glanced behind me and saw one of the raiders watching us with steely eyes. The leader. I didn’t like how his eyes stayed locked on mine while Mally and Judicus continued whispering. What did they want with the ai’sletta?

“Mally.” Judicus’s voice was tight. “Please take this kindly, as it is intended.” And then his voice became more fierce. “But for the love of my sanity, would you please stop running off and dragging us all with you? You are more trouble than a wolf pup pet.”

Mally was ominously silent for a moment. I tried to indicate with my eyes that she really needed to agree, but then I was afraid the leader would notice, and I had to look over my shoulder again to make sure he wasn’t coming. 

No sign of it yet. The raiders were occupied quickly trimming sail and manning the rudder. They were far more adept at this than Mally had been and the boat flew over the water like Kazmerev in the sky, barely slapping the peaks of the waves despite the strong wind picking up and snatching sound in ragged tatters.

“I will consider it,” Mally said eventually, her words half lost to the wind.

Judicus seemed to sag with relief. I strained my ears trying to hear what he said next. “Look, the ai’sletta is important. For a lot of reasons. Ai’sletta means Chosen One.”

“Chosen for what?” Mally didn’t sound like she knew whether she liked that or not. 

“Well, that’s the thing,” he said, looking a little abashed. “Well, the ai’sletta was foretold a thousand years ago and when she first came, she destroyed the nations of Valetio and Cassavara and set up the nation-state of Calicarn. Which is where I am from, incidentally.”

“So why are you looking for a woman who is dead and gone?” Mally whispered. 

“Because a new ai’sletta has the potential to be born every generation through the same bloodlines. But you know how bloodlines can be – tricky. It’s hard to keep track of exactly everyone who might be genetically descended from someone, so every five years, Calicarn rounds up our best and brightest to go looking. The last time we found one was forty years ago.”

“And you didn’t think to keep track of her descendants?” Mally scoffed. I barely heard more than “descendants,” so I was surprised when Judicus answered.

“Of course, they did,” he said. “But any descendant of the original ai’sletta could be the one. So, you have to be good at genealogies and maps and guessing and remembering weird little bits of history. Which is why we don’t find the ai’sletta very often.”

I wanted to know what happened to the last ai’sletta. I nudged Mally and she looked at me quizzically. I tried to sign but my hands were too limited. At least Mally was clever. She figured it out anyway. 

“What happened to the one found forty years ago?” she asked. 

If anything, Judicus turned a brighter red. “Well, we aren’t the only ones looking for her.”

“Who else is looking?” Mally asked.

His whisper was so faint, I could barely make it out. “The Hand of Rats.”

“And who are they?” Mally prompted. She was much less patient than I was.

I looked around, but none of the raiders appeared to be watching us. If they could hear us, I couldn’t tell. 

“Traditionally, they keep their faces covered when they are away from their homelands, so the demons don’t see their faces and trick them into hell after they depart this life.”

So, the raiders really were after Mally. The boat shook suddenly, in the grip of a massive wave. It felt like it was punctuating his words. I glanced out across the water and saw the raiders on the other boats struggling to keep their courses. In the distance, heavy breakers pounded the shore.

I swallowed. 

But Mally snickered in response. “Really? Demons?”

Judicus hadn’t answered her question, but Mally was too busy sitting up so she could look around at our captors to realize that. She had a speculative look on her face. I knew she was wondering what they looked like without the scarves and if they really were afraid to show their faces.

I nudged her.

“What?” she asked. 

I raised my eyebrows.

“Oh, yes.” She turned back to Judicus. “Sersha wants to know what happened to that woman.”

“They found her first,” he said, his eyes meeting mine. He was too pale, pain and weariness grinding him down, but there was more than that in his eyes. He shook his head slightly as if asking me not to press. But we both needed to hear this. 

I poked Mally again.

“That’s not an answer, skinny boy,” Mally said, acting flippantly, as she always did when she was scared.

His whisper was so quiet we had to make him repeat himself but, eventually, we caught the edges of it.

“They killed her,” he said at the same time a massive wave hit again and shook our boat like a rug being cleaned.

Well, that was great. Just great. No wonder they were all looking at me in between battling this angry wind. They were wondering what size of hole they’d need to dig for my grave.
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Chapter Eleven
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They killed her.
The words kept echoing in my head as the settlement on the edge of the coast came into view. I’d thought it was a village at first, but the light refracting off the water had played tricks with my eyes. 
What we were seeing was a group of large tents and enough raiders around them to double what we had on the boats. As we drew closer, I could make them out working around the camp like a hill of ants. Some were bringing in wood for the fires while others were preparing food, mending gear, and doing some small smith work – and all with their faces bound up in thick cloth. It made them a fearsome sight and it made my stomach dip and roll. How did you relate to people with covered faces? How did you know what they really meant when they spoke?

I clenched my bound hands together and tried not to think all the questions that kept flooding over me. They came anyway, unbidden. I wished I could voice them aloud, if only to dispel them from my heart.

Would they wait to kill the ai’sletta or do it right away?

Would they wait until after dark? And if they did, could Kazmerev help me escape?

“Can’t you get us free?” Mally whispered to Judicus when our guard was occupied with orders from their leader. “You killed so many of them back at Landsfall.”

Judicus snorted. “Could I kill everyone on this boat? Maybe. And then I’d pass out for the next few days because I’m out of energy. I might even die. That effort in the town nearly sapped me of life and I’m still injured. Why do you think I keep slipping out of consciousness? If I did that, I’d leave you here still surrounded by the rest of our enemies and now with the added burden of my unconscious body. And that’s assuming you would worry about me at all.”

I gave him a reproving look.

“Not you, Sersha,” he said mollifying me. “But Mally has shown she has an ... adaptable ... conscience.”

“I’m practical,” Mally said, jaw thrust out again. But that glassy look in her eyes was tears. I knew the signs. She was afraid. And she didn’t want to be alone without us. 

I put a hand on her shoulder, and she shook it off irritably – but I knew her. She hated being vulnerable. She hated pity. But she wouldn’t be so prickly if she wasn’t scared for her life. I didn’t blame her. I was scared, too.

“We bide our time,” Judicus whispered. “And if things get truly bad, then I’ll act as best as I can and pay the price.”

I clenched my jaw. If he did that, he’d be a dead man and we wouldn’t be far behind him. I was practical enough to understand that. What would be better would be if he and I could come up with a plan to work together, but I feared trying to plan under the eyes of our guards. That would require Mally translating between us and it would be harder to keep our communications secret with my wide hand gestures to alert the guards. I would also have to bide my time.

I’d learned patience over the years. Both people and ideas needed patience like young plants needed sunshine. They’d sprout when they were ready.

Even so, I missed Kazmerev. Having someone to talk to was like a spring of fresh clear water on a long hot day. Losing it felt like having that same water ripped from your hands. If he died with the dawn, then I died, too. I wasn’t fully alive when he wasn’t here.

I stole a glance at the sun as if I could will it to move more quickly across the sky, but it stood stubbornly still. I’d need to be patient with that, too. 

Eventually, our boat tied up along a long crude pier. How long had the raiders been here? Long enough to create this, unless it had been here before them. 

That worried me. The attack two nights ago had been our first warning of raiders – but there were enough here to overwhelm Landsfall. Why hadn’t all of them come? Had they been spread out and scattered to other towns? Or were the rest of them newly arrived? When had they had time to construct this docking place for their boats?

I didn’t know a lot about boats, but these ones were small, holding maybe a dozen people and limited supplies. It was hard to believe that they’d traveled very far in these – certainly not from across the sea – but I’d always been told the raiders lived in a land across the water. None of this was making much sense to me.

I noticed Judicus watching it all, too, his face pale and slightly green. That might be from his wound. Or it might be that he was drawing the same conclusion I was – that we’d stumbled into something bigger than a small random raiding party and we were in big trouble now.

Mally, for her part, was surprisingly quiet, her large green eyes flicking over the other boats as ours was tied up to the dock and a rough plank was extended to the boat. The raiders began to disembark, and we were urged to our feet and guided to the plank. 

I offered my arm to Judicus for support. He leaned heavily on me, his steps slow and pained. He ought to be in bed for a week and kept on clear broth and herb teas. He absolutely should not be stumbling his way across a rocking plank with only a bound prisoner for support. 

I bit my lip and was thankful yet again for my voicelessness. If I’d had a voice, I would have had to decide how to use it, and speaking up – or not speaking up – was a terrible responsibility. 

People forgot the power of words. Or they misused them. Or they didn’t use them when they should. I only had actions to show my intent or to help or hinder. Perhaps it was better to start there, where the harm or help was more obvious and less like a snake twisting in your hand. 

The raiders might as well have been voiceless, too, for all they were saying to us. They led us into their tent village, their eyes forward and mouths shut. To my surprise, no one called a greeting or ran to meet them. Though some paused in their work to watch.

That, to me, was not a good sign. People didn’t stand around staring owlishly at anything good. Were they planning to execute us immediately? A trickle of sweat worked its way between my shoulder blades.

Their camp was tidy and well ordered. I’d expected it to look and smell foreign and I was almost disappointed by how familiar it looked. Rough canvas tents, fish cooking on the fires, basic tools, the smell of wet wool, and chaffaray plant. All sights and smells you could find in our village. If we took down their masks, would they look just like us?

We were brought up to the largest tent in the encampment. It was plain and rough as the rest, but two people stood outside the tent, faces uncovered, hands on long spears with tufts of feathers up at the tips. Their hard faces were no more comfort than the masks and I flinched away from their sharp glares.

The lead raider approached the closed tent flap as the others pulled us into a rough line facing the tent.

After a moment, the tent flap opened with the sound of wind-snapped cloth and a dark figure stepped forward. Her face was bare, and her blonde curls tumbled down her back.

I almost gasped. She was barely older than I was.

Her eyes narrowed on us and her smile was just beginning to turn her lips up in one corner when Judicus finally raised his tired head. His gasp echoed loudly in the silence. He sounded like someone hit him and I looked over quickly, prepared to catch him, but it was only shock etched on his expression.

“Cassanetta Lightland?” he asked.
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Chapter Twelve
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“Judicus Franzer Irault,” she said, and her close-lipped smile was cat-like. “I told you I would win this year.”

“Win?” Mally said, and I heard that note of threat in her voice. 

“Didn’t the son of the Lord of Chaos tell you it’s a little competition with us to find the ai’sletta? He didn’t steal away with the pair of you in the dark of night out of goodwill. Goodwill isn’t something that rope workers know anything about, do they Judicus?”

“Are you in league with the Hand of Rats now, Lady Lightland?” Judicus asked warily.

“Our interests align,” she agreed, looking to the raider leader. “I’d like to speak to our guests if that can be arranged, Horacen.”

I made note of his name – Horacen. It seemed familiar somehow.

“Wolf?” Judicus asked, looking at the leader. “Is that what the name means?”

“All their leaders are known as Horacen,” Lady Lightland said. “They don’t show their names to strangers any more than their faces, do you Horacen?”

The raider seemed unimpressed. I thought maybe he was frowning under his mask.

He didn’t reply, simply turning and walking away, snapping his fingers as he left. At that motion, his raiders gathered around the prisoners, giving Lady Lightland what she’d requested, even if Horacen wouldn’t acknowledge her condescending tone.

“I see you’ve made friends, as always,” Judicus said, his smile turning mocking.

“Everyone is the friend of a woman with gold to spend,” Lady Lightland said, but her eyes were hard. “And none is the friend of a rope worker with a dark past. But this is not the place to discuss this. Bring them into my tent.”

She turned, striding through the door of the tent as the raiders nudged us forward.

Her quarters weren’t empty. Four men in maroon and silver livery stood just inside the door and four more ringed the large white tent. They carried bronze-tipped spears like the men guarding outside the tent door. How interesting. Why did she need all these guards if she were among friends?

Inside, sprawled across camp chairs, were an assortment of young people in fine clothing, their hair styled in ways I was unfamiliar with. One had a braid dangling down one side of her pale head, the other side shaved to the skin. Another man had bright medallions strung between locks of hair. Friends of hers, perhaps?

Or maybe this was her coterie. My eyes narrowed. If she was Judicus’s rival in a “game” and if Judicus had a coterie of skilled people – though his currently only contained Kazmerev and me – then perhaps these people were Lady Lightland’s coterie. One of them turned a palm up and let a few dark threads spiral over it as if to show us he was a ropeworker. But what skilled rope worker needed to brag about it? 

My eyes narrowed further. I didn’t trust this coterie.

Lady Lightland spun, her eyes gleaming for a moment, and then she smiled again. I was starting to hate her smiles. 

“Do you know Galen Floren Topocos?” she asked lightly. “You aren’t the only rope worker seeking glory, Judcus Franzer Irault. I have one of my own.”

Like he was a pet. Or a milk cow. 

I felt my eyes growing larger, but Mally had a considering look on her face. I tried to imagine how this would appear to her. Maybe like a negotiation? After all, she bore Judicus no loyalty. Maybe she’d see this as a way to increase her value. 

I hoped for better, but I knew my cousin. And though I enjoyed her intelligence and wit, I knew perfectly well that her loyalty was to herself alone. She’d easily slide away from any entanglements meant to hold her in one place. One look at how she’d ended things with Tyndale was enough evidence of that.

I needed to think of a way to remind her that it was better to stick with those you trust.

“And you have no Flame Rider now that dear Veela is gone. No coterie. No one but these village girls.”

Mally opened her mouth and I stepped on her foot, ignoring the angry look she shot me. Now was not the time to argue and certainly not the time to reveal our one hidden trick – Kazmerev. We’d need him to help us escape this, but secrecy would be his best chance to help.

“You wouldn’t know, Lady Lightland,” Judicus said, and his tone might have seemed light to a stranger but to me, it sounded very dangerous, like a trap not yet sprung. “After all, you’re the one who attacked Veela and me, aren’t you?”

“Did you see who stabbed you?” Her tone was light, but I heard the real worry behind it.

“I know that I didn’t tell you I’d been stabbed – and yet here you are knowing all about it.” His face had gone paler. Maybe he hadn’t been sure until right now. Maybe the first he really knew of it were those voices on the beach.

Her lips compressed firmly together. “Well. We don’t need extra people running around claiming they know who or where the ai’sletta is. We don’t even need you and your research anymore, Judicus. Three of you have come into this tent, but we only need one to leave with us.”

I wanted to ask her what she expected the rest of us to do – vanish? Even if she killed us, she’d have to take us out of this tent eventually. Fortunately, running my mouth wasn’t an option. I would only make things worse, and I could already feel the sweat making a line between my shoulder blades. 

If she could just decide to let us live until Kazmerev was reborn. It was an hour at most. I clenched my jaw, thinking as fast as I could. If she didn’t know which of us was the ai’sletta – and she must not know – then we could string her along and stall by refusing to say which of us it was. She’d need Judicus to confirm the truth and she wouldn’t risk killing the wrong one. 

We just had to keep our mouths shut for a few hours and Kazmerev would come and save us.

Which was apparently too much to ask.

“Me,” Mally said, suddenly, like it was a race. “I’m the ai’sletta.”

If I could have groaned – I would have.
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Chapter Thirteen
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“Well, that was easy enough,” Lady Lightland said, and her smile was cold as a snake in winter. “Come here, child.”

What a ridiculous thing to say. Mally was almost the same age as the blonde woman – dressed more simply, certainly. Bound with ropes, sure, but not a child. 

Mally grimaced. But she obeyed. 

My cousin was no fool. 

She held her wrists out with a raised eyebrow and quick as the flip of a coin, Lady Lightland had a dagger out and had cut through the rope. 

Interesting. She was skilled with the blade. The way she flipped it in her grip and put it back in the sheath spoke of years of practice and training. I felt my mouth go dry at that. Whatever she was up to next wouldn’t be good.

“Give these others to the Hand of the Rat and let the raiders deal with them as they please,” she said to the men in livery near the tent door. 

One of them was already moving toward us when Judicus spoke up. “So trusting, Cassanetta. Where’s the schemer I’ve grown so fond of? Where’s the girl who hunted and chased me from village to village and eventually stole all my research out from under my nose?”

“I would have stolen your soul, too, if it wasn’t for that dreadful elven and her flame creature,” Lady Lightland said, her lips twisting. “But as much as I’d love to reminisce and pull out that research of yours to show you how I corrected your commas, I’m afraid I have more important things to do. Like reading the heart of the ai’sletta. And arranging for your quick interment.”

“No need to bury the living,” Judicus said, holding his hands up. The guard nearest him grunted and pulled him to his feet. 

I didn’t wait for the one next to me to tug. I found my feet on my own, head down, the picture of submission. If we fought, they’d fight and we’d be unconscious when Kazmerev came to save us. I needed my wits about me and a body ready to flee.

“But perhaps you’d like to double-check this work, too,” Judicus said, his smile turning sly. “I found the ai’sletta – oh I certainly did, but why would I bring a voiceless girl with her, do you think?”

Lady Lightland frowned as if he had made a good point.

“Wouldn’t it make more sense,” he asked, “that I would bring the ai’sletta and her interpreter.”

I kept my face carefully blank. The longer he could pull off this ruse, the better. 

“And are you the ai’sletta, girl?” she asked me. 

I shrugged. It seemed safer than a definitive statement. 

She watched us both for a long moment and then shook her head. “No. The Judicus Franzer Irault I know wouldn’t put the real ai’sletta in danger. The voiceless one is a fraud, and the girl who spoke first is the true ai’sletta. Take them out and kill them. Oh, and do it before it gets dark. Just in case one of them can contact that elven woman’s fire bird. We don’t want to deal with it on top of everything else.”

Judicus opened his mouth and then shut it again with a snap. He was probably hoping what I was hoping – that we could just get out of here without being killed. There was no point arguing about it – we’d already tried that, and it hadn’t worked. Now, we just needed to do.

Her armsmen – or whatever the men in livery were – dragged us out of the tent and then threw us to the ground. I fell awkwardly on the stony earth, twisting a wrist. My arm burned from where it had been stabbed and I was worried the injury had opened. Beside me, Judicus lay on the stones, pale and gasping. Being thrown right onto his injury had stolen his breath. I scrambled to my feet and stood over him as he recovered himself. 

Carefully, I offered my bound hands and helped him up as a pair of dark-clad raiders drew near, swords raised. They kept us there, blades to our necks until their leader sauntered over. He was eating some kind of spiced meat, carefully slipping tidbits under the folds of his thick covering.

“And so, you are returned to me,” he said and I was certain there was a smile on his covered face. “And we are moving inland. I’m told the lady wants you killed. And before dark, no less. But your lifeless bodies will be sent before my people to terrify the villages to the east of here. What do you think, will it work?”

I thought it would, though I wouldn’t have said so even if I could. I was waiting. Eventually, Judicus had to realize he needed to use his magic, right? Because even if he was waiting to use it as the very last of last resorts, this seemed like the time. 

I clenched my jaw hard and tried to support his weight as Horacen finished his meat.

“What do you think, boy?” he asked Judicus, grabbing his head by the hair and jerking his face up to look the raider in the eyes.

“Do you think it will tell them to surrender?” 

“Perhaps,” Judicus agreed. 

Horacen smiled. “But I won’t be dictated to. Not even by the one who pays the gold coins for this endeavor.”

Well, that explained what relationship he had with Lady Lightland.

“Take these two to the edge of camp. Feed and clean them,” he told his men. “I’ll kill them when I am ready and not before then.”

“We’ve slipped from the fire,” Judicus whispered gratefully, as the raiders dragged us after them. I wasn’t so sure about that. We seemed to have slipped out of the fire and directly into the melting pot.
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We ate raider food in silence. It was surprisingly good – fish wrapped in flatbread. I’d misjudged these people based only on the fact of harsh accents, hidden visages, and the fact that they’d killed my parents without mercy. It turned out that didn’t mean that their food was terrible. I’d been wrong about that. I’d been wrong about a lot of things. 

“At least it’s not rat,” Judicus had muttered. Which meant, of course, that he was judging them, too.

I’d never known the Hand of the Rat as anything other than just raiders. We had tales of them from generations back – darkly clothed, hidden people who snuck into villages at night, stealing and killing indiscriminately. Like how they’d slaughtered my parents. They were the thing of warning and nightmares. Of locked doors and whispered fears.

And now here they were, planning to move inland. What other towns would be sacked by them?  What other children would be left orphans?

Thinking about it made my skin itch. And I felt responsible to stop it.

Before, fighting them had been about saving my village and my family – my people. Who were my people now? Kazmerev, obviously. Mally because she was blood. And Judicus because we’d made that vow. What about these other villages? Were they my people, too?

Maybe leaving here wouldn’t be as simple as just running away. Maybe I owed it to everyone to try to stop this invasion before it began. 

With my mind churning, I tried to sign to Judicus that we needed a plan, but he shook his head not comprehending. I’d have to wait for him to get there on his own. I tried not to grind my teeth in frustration. Being voiceless often meant having to be patient with how slow everyone else was. There wasn’t another option.

“I didn’t tell you everything,” he said as he ate the food we’d been given – some kind of boiled grain in a bowl. It tasted of an herb I didn’t know. I liked it. “The ai’sletta is more than power and more than a tool to be used to build nations.”

I had hoped so. Otherwise, what he was doing in looking for Mally was just cruel. I didn’t think Judicus was a cruel man. He looked around us before continuing.

“Some say that the coming of the ai’sletta means a time of change – a turning of nations. That those in power will be brought low and the people will rise again.”

That sounded like the kinds of things people said around a campfire to bring them hope. It didn’t sound like the kind of thing that was real. And had he considered that sometimes the guy who lived next to you was just as awful as whoever was in charge? Tyndale had been even more willing to throw me to the wolves than Aunt Danna had when the raiders were outside our doors and they thought it was my life or theirs.

“I don’t plan to hand her over to those in power,” Judicus whispered. “I don’t plan to let them use her for their own ends. That’s what has happened every other time. This time will be different. This time, she’s going to change the world.”

He looked off into the distance, his eyes slightly glassy, while I tried to figure out how he combined that kind of hopeful optimism with my cousin Mally. 

I couldn’t put the two together. 

“I know it sounds crazy.”

He wasn’t wrong about that.

“But I’ve read everything there is to read about this. I know she’s more than she seems. She can do this. This time, when evil is overthrown it won’t come back to bite us. Not like with my father.”

That was more like it. At least he had this tangled up in some kind of dream of the past. Those could cloud your mind. I could see dreaming of an ai’sletta even after meeting Mally if you believed she could change.

I liked Mally well enough, even if she had her failings. We’d been almost sisters my whole life. But I wouldn’t count on her to change the world. And maybe I could hold Judicus’s hand when he realized that. Maybe the two of them needed me more than they realized. I seemed to be the only one of the three of us with any common sense. 

I tried not to find it frustrating that I couldn’t communicate any of this to Judicus. I’d learned a long time ago that frustration brought you nowhere. Patience was key. But this time, I was finding it hard to be patient. I needed to teach him to listen to the signs of my gestures. And I needed to teach him very soon. 

“It’s less than an hour until sunset,” Judicus said after a while, finally turning his mind to a plan and his eyes back to me. The raiders had returned to their camp and the only one near us was a lonely picket keeping watch from so far away that I could barely hear it when he sneezed.  The air was abnormally warm for this late spring – almost comfortable. “As soon as the sun dips low, you need to call Kazmerev. I’ll use the ropes to set us free and dispatch the sentry – but after that, I’ll be useless. I’m barely staying upright as it is and that much rope work sucks the energy out of a man.” He paused. “Along with other costs.”

I wanted to know what those other costs were, but he stared into the middle distance for a long minute as if weighing all those costs before turning to me again. I shook my head gently. Kazmerev had said he couldn’t carry more than me until I was ready. He wouldn’t be able to help us.

“You’ll have to ask Kazmerev to carry the two of us out of here and after I regain consciousness, we’ll figure out a way to break Mally out. She’ll be safe enough with Cassanetta until she’s brought to the Grand Hadri. Lady Lightland won’t want to give up her chance at that prize. Plus, she has my notes. She must realize how valuable Mally is.”

I shook my head again, this time more firmly. We needed a plan that didn’t involve Kazmerev having to carry both of us. Because that just wouldn’t work. 

And I wasn’t as sure as he was that Mally was safe. She was headstrong and tended to speak her mind and other people didn’t seem to understand that underneath all that she was just a girl who was frightened and trying to figure out how to live her life. All that bravado disguised a lot of uncertainty. What if they punished her for it? What if they punished her for our escape? I didn’t like this plan.

I swallowed, looking at the red sun hanging low in the sky. Kazmerev would be reborn soon. And Judicus would want us to act. How could I tell him we couldn’t do what he wanted?

I shifted uncomfortably and tried to get his attention.

“I’m going to sleep until the sun sets,” he said without opening his eyes. “Wake me when Kazmerev arrives. I need every scrap of energy I can find.”

I nudged him. He needed to listen to my arguments.

“Not to put too fine a point on it, Sersha,” he said with a yawn, “but you should eat more. Your elbows are very sharp.”

I sighed and then drew in a long breath. 

Patience, Sersha. Patience. 

He was snoring by the time I’d composed myself. The frustrating thing about trying to communicate when you are voiceless is not that you can’t speak – it’s that no one is paying attention. I’d have to come up with my own plan.

Even more frustrating was not knowing how this rope worker magic worked. What were Judicus’s limitations? Was there a way to tell how much energy he needed to use? A range on how far it could reach? Could it untie us? Could it capture enemies or only kill them? 

I wanted to sigh in frustration, but I would have to wait until I had Mally back to interpret before I could ask him any of these questions – or the hundreds of others I had. Right now, a plan was more important than figuring out how rope workers worked.

I was still thinking it through when the sun dipped into darkness and cold spread across the ground where I huddled next to Judicus. The scent of pine needles filled my nose at the same time the earth in front of me seemed to erupt in flames and out of the fire my glorious phoenix emerged, wings spread wide.

I breathed a sigh of relief, letting it wash all the way through me and deep into my bones.

Kazmerev. 

His name was like home to me. His fire burned hot and powerful. I could survive anything if he was near.

Sersha. You’re alive. 

His voice was equally relieved. He cocked his head to the side.

There was something just a touch different about him as he was reborn today. Something that seemed to be listening to every nuance of my mental voice.

They tied you to a tree. His own mental voice sounded furious. They don’t tie my Flame Rider to a tree.

It would be okay. Judicus was going to wake up in a moment and set us free and do something about that guard. 

That will knock Judicus flat on his back.

And then he would expect Kazmerev to carry us to safety.

A fresh ripple of fire ran down Kazmerev’s wings and he ruffled his feathers irritably.

I can’t carry both of you unless your mind is already stronger than it was two days ago.

I knew that. But there was only one way to find out – we’d have to try. And if it didn’t work, then we’d do the only other thing I’d come up with while I was waiting. 

I sure hoped it worked. Because these were my people now – Kazmerev, Judicus, and Mally and it was up to me to fight for their safety.

This. This right here is why I am born in your heart each evening. There’s faithfulness and hope here. There’s kindness and gentle patience. It tastes like cinnamon. Have you ever tasted cinnamon?

I smiled. I’d never tasted cinnamon.

Someday you will. And I will be there to watch you smile over that, too. Well, wake the boy, and let’s try this hair-brained scheme. But if he gets you hurt, I’ll abandon him and take care of your safety. You may be thinking of all these people as your own, but there’s only one person for me. You know that, right?

I knew it. And while it filled my thirsty soul, it was also part of the reason I was so worried about this. But there were no other options.

I took a deep breath and jabbed Judicus with my pointy elbow.
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“Mmmph.” I had to put my hand over Judicus’s mouth to disguise his grunts as he woke. “Not enough time,” he muttered after he dragged my hand from his lips. “Not enough time.”

I was feeling the effects of no sleep, too. What wouldn’t I give for four hours of sleep and a cup of tea? But there was no time for regrets. If we were going to run, this was our chance. We needed Kazmerev with us for as long and far as we could before his death the next morning.

Just a day ago the idea horrified you and now you speak of my deaths so casually.

My cheeks heated with my chagrin. Guilt flickered in me like a fire. After all, he’d told me it hurt. He told me it was unwanted. I should speak with more respect about his daily ordeal.

I’m teasing you. Your cheeks go as red as my feathers, little hawk.

“Are you ready?” Judicus asked in a whisper. 

In the gathering gloom, small things were scampering and an owl was hooting happily to himself. We were about to break that peace. I couldn’t help the bubble of anxiety that burst in my chest as I nodded.

“It’s hard to tell what you’re saying when it’s dark,” he complained. But that was hardly my fault. “Okay. I’m going to untie you. Don’t move until I tell you the guard is disabled.”

I felt the flick of something cold against my wrists – cold like an eel pulled up from the depths. It slid over one wrist and then my bonds tugged apart and fell to the side. 

I hurried to massage my wrists, rubbing them to get my circulation going again.

Judicus was doing the same. 

“Here we –”

His words cut off and he slumped to the ground. I didn’t even catch him in time. I could only hope he’d done something about the nearest patrol before he fell or we’d have guards here before we could twitch. Hurriedly, I checked to be sure he was breathing. 

I swallowed down relief when I felt his breath against my palm. Could Kazmerev get low so I could pull Judicus onto his back?

I can.

He was there in a heartbeat, crouching down low on the ground, bright dancing fire against the rich purple of the closing night.

I was nearly blinded by the glory of him. I had to keep my eyes squinted as I lifted Judicus, hauling him up from under the arms and pulling him onto Kazmerev’s back as my phoenix friend crouched low and wiggled to get underneath. Fortunately, Judicus was light. Any more muscle on those bones and I wouldn’t have been able to move him.

Now, how did I secure him in place? The ropes?

I told you before. I don’t need those things. Magical creature, remember? Now, hop on.

I hopped on.

And through.

His back couldn’t hold me. My mouth dropped open, and I slammed to the ground on my bottom. Ouch!

My heart pounded in my throat as I tried to listen for any sound we’d been heard. There were faint laughter and voices coming from the camp and the sounds of dishes tapping together as they were cleaned. No sound of alarm yet.

I breathed out a sigh of relief. Now, why had Kazmerev suddenly lost his physical solidity? I turned to examine him. Judicus was still on his back. He hadn’t smashed through to the ground.

It’s okay. Steady now.

Confused, I pulled myself to my feet looking frantically around us a second time. No one had seen. Kazmerev would be invisible to them and in the darkness, no one would notice Judicus hovering at waist level. He must have taken down the sentries. He must have, right?

Stop panicking. Try again. Think of me as solid – but not solid enough to make me visible.

I tried again – more carefully this time – and my leg went through his back a second time. Little sizzling feelings of anxiety rolled through me.

Try harder.

I could do this. I could. It was okay.

I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, thought of him as solid with everything that I was, and stepped again.

I met with a solid back. I was about to breathe a sigh of relief when a cry came from the camp.

“Fire! Fire!”

My eyes flew open. Everything around me was bright as day. The nearby sentries lay on the ground – probably just unconscious – I was pretty sure I could see one breathing – but I’d made Kazmerev too visible! He was lighting everything up!

A nearby tree puffed into flame, lighting like a torch.

Kazmerev stretched his wings, half-screeching half-cursing in my head. 

We could do this. We could do it.

But as he leapt into the air my strength failed me and I fell through. The second my bottom smacked the hard ground for a second time, the light was gone and only I could see a phoenix – purple with golden flames dancing along his feathers – sweep up into the darkness of night.

I scrambled to my feet, bit my lip, and blinked away the tears from the pain flaring from my tailbone. I’d bruised it for sure. But there was no time to worry about it. No time to think at all.

We’d just have to go with the alternate plan. 

Calls and shouts rang from the camp and there’d be a raider here to check on the prisoners or the fire, or something at any moment. I forced myself not to look back, sank into a running stance, and then ran as hard and fast as I could. 

Little hawk? Where are you? You aren’t on my back!

I was here. I was running. 

You’re supposed to be with me!

Now he was the one who had to stop panicking so that he didn’t drop Judicus. I tried to pour confidence and courage into our connection, but my concentration broke almost immediately. 

It was much tougher to run through the woods at night than I thought. I stumbled, went down, and took a branch to the face. My cheek and lip stung but I forced myself up again, running again, my hand hitting a tree. 

Pain flared through me. My breath heaved in my chest. This was impossible. 

To your right. There’s a path.

That’s where they’d look for me first. No paths.

Then stop hitting trees!

I bounced off another tree and barely bit back a groan and pain flared through my hip. At this rate, I’d be nothing but a huge bruise. My thoughts skittered over my brain like water on a hot pan.

Just run. Stop worrying. Just run.

And you’ll be caught. They’re gaining on you!

My breath rasped in my throat and then Kazmerev was there, right above me, the light of his feathers glowing just enough to light a path for me through the thick trees. 

I clambered and ducked, wove and darted, my breath coming in huge gasps as my heart galloped twice as fast as me. But I could see enough to run.

Thank you, friend. Thank you.

He chirped and a puff of sparks kicked up around me.

Behind us, in the camp, I heard a very distinct female voice rise above all the other sounds. 

“Bring me the prisoners. A hundred gold crowns for the pair of them!”
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A hundred gold crowns? Did she have any idea what someone could buy with that kind of money? A pair of fine horses. Enough clothing to last the rest of your life. A full field for farming with the supplies to plant it and tend it.

I was still making a list when Kazmerev interrupted. 

They’re gaining on you. Don’t go any further to the right or you’ll end up along the sea and a boat’s already launching. They’ll see anything that moves on that rocky shore.

I tried to keep to my feet without moving too close to the shore. The way was rocky here with so many dips and rises that I seemed to be moving more vertically than horizontally. I needed to get inland again.

Kazmerev’s mental voice sounded clipped and urgent. Don’t do that. You’ll cross the trail and you’re moving so much slower than them that they’ll catch up immediately. We need to get you on my back so I can take care of you.

We’d already tried that. I didn’t know how to make him solid enough to hold me and also not be visible.

Then we should try again. And if it doesn’t work, you need to leave Judicus here and I will fly you to safety.

There was almost a whine to his words at the end – like the twang of a string under tension or the sharp whine of a nervous dog. I felt spikes of nerves, too.

Ugh. Don’t compare me to a dog. I am worried about you, Sersha. And consider this. If something happens to you, I will vanish, and no one will be able to take care of Judicus. Hide him somewhere in the brush. He won’t be found. Then save yourself first and come back for him when you are able to. There’s no need for heroics tonight.

He made a lot of sense, but not about the heroics part. I should stash Judicus here somewhere safe. And then I should go back and get Mally while they were distracted looking for me. There’d never be a better time for that.

Your self-sacrifice is admirable – and so is your courage – but you’re crazy. Utterly insane. You’re my heart – please don’t count that as so small a thing.

Now, where to set Judicus down? Could Kazmerev see a good place from the air? Or should I find one here on the ground?

Neither of us should be finding places. We need to get you as far from here as possible. They’re gaining on you.

Maybe if I found a good place for him, I could hide there too, until this first wave of raiders passed and then I could sneak back in their wake. Maybe Kazmerev would even agree to carry me.

Into unknown danger against my better judgment?

Yes.

No!

He was being unreasonable. 

Here! 

It was a low point in the rolling landscape where two dead trees had fallen over the dip in the earth, crossing each other. One was an evergreen tree, and the branches and needles were a thick mess disguising this little dip.

It’s the first place they’ll look!

I scrambled down toward it, awkwardly crawling through the branches. I didn’t think anyone would bother going to all this effort unless they were sure someone was here. I’d just wait until they passed.  And then I’d hide Judicus very carefully. Could Kazmerev bring him down here?

Only if you agree to listen to me, my little hawk. Please. 

My breath heaved in my chest from the exertion as I drew myself back out of the cave under the fallen trees. It was going to take all my strength to get Judicus in there.

I’d listen to Kazmerev while I worked.

No.

What?

No. You won’t. I’m putting my foot down. Or my wing. Or something. I am not your horse.

What? I froze. I’d never called him a horse.

No, but you’re treating me like one.

In the distance, I heard a crashing sound. Someone was getting close. I drew further into the branches. I was not treating Kazmerev like a horse. If he was a horse, I’d be riding him right now with Judicus in front of me and I’d be twice as far away as I was right now.

I thought I heard a mental snort.

On the road you didn’t want to take? A horse would not do well on the terrain you’ve found for yourself. Remember how you were stumbling in the dark? That would be the horse.

I felt my chin jutting out stubbornly.

Wait.

I felt my face growing hot. Maybe I was as bad as Mally. Maybe I’d plunged into danger just like her without thinking it through.

Listen. 

And he’d seen it all and he knew I was a fool. He’d hold it against me. Humiliation scorched me.

I won’t poke fun, but you must listen.

I listened.

You hold my heart. I die each morning and rise when the sun falls just to see your face again.

I couldn’t help it. Even hiding here in this tangle of trees, that made my heart feel almost as warm as my hot cheeks.

Your loyalty and stubbornness are born in me – an echo of who you are that grows with every rebirth. You’re making me just as loyal and just as stubborn. And I don’t mind because I like who you are.

I blinked back the tears stinging my eyes, trying to focus on wiggling deeper into the tree mass so that I wouldn’t have to think too hard about what he was saying. It was too much. 

I will not leave you. I will not have you go on without me. I will bear your loads. I will share your pain. I will carry your friends and accept your plans and wishes.

Warmth infused my heart.

But.

I couldn’t tell why the “but” hurt. He was already giving me so much that knowing there was a limit on it shouldn’t sting the way it did. And yet it did. Had I already pushed him to the limit of what he could take from me? Everyone rolled their eyes at me or just ignored my signs when they didn’t want to hear me. Maybe they hadn’t listened because I had nothing valuable to give.

But you are carrying my future, too. You are making my decisions, too. I am bound to you. I cannot fly away – and I will not, so don’t let that worry you. But I think I should have a say in what we do. I am not your horse. I am not your slave. I want to be your partner. And your friend. 

I felt my cheeks growing hot. He was right. I’d done that – just assumed he’d go along with my ideas the way Judicus assumed that about me. I’d assumed that he would do as I asked. I’d treated him like a horse. 

Humiliation filled me. I wanted to hide my face.

No need for that. But please – can we be partners? Friends?

Yes. It was what I wanted, too. I didn’t mean ... I didn’t think ... it had been an error on my part to tell him what to do when I should have worked with him and asked him to help me figure out what to do.

You were wrong. You have so much to give. I just want to give to you, too.

How did you say thank you when the gift was too great?

You do it just like that. And now, I would like to suggest two things.

Only two?

One is quite urgent.

And what is that?

I would like to suggest you use your flame to burn the raider currently creeping up on you from behind. He’s lifting the tree branches and raising his sword as we speak.

I whipped around and met the eyes of the raider.
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The scent of his rancid breath blew across my face – those swaths of cloth didn’t prevent it – and the raider jabbed his sword toward me. It was only the thick branches that saved me. They slowed his thrust as I wiggled away from the blade.

You won’t be able to get away from this without fighting back.

I hated killing. I didn’t want to do it. Better to knock him unconscious as Judicus had done with the rope worker magic! Though, I still didn’t know how that worked.

Not like your access to my flames does. Come on! Defend yourself.

The raider growled and my heart sped in panic. My breathing was ragged as I lifted a hand, squeezed my eyes together, and hoped.

I think he’s not going to hurt you now, Sersha. Kazmerev’s voice seemed calmer. Open your eyes.

I opened my eyes and gasped. In front of me, the tree was ablaze and if there had been a man in front of me, nothing was left of him now.

My breathing restarted, aching and panicked. I’d killed him. There’d been a man there a moment ago and now there was nothing but a smoking emptiness. I felt numb right through.

Get out of there.

I scrambled to obey, clawing my way back through the unburned trees, keeping clear of the fire licking over the tangled evergreens.

Get ready to jump.

Heart in my throat, I readied myself. 

Now!

I leapt. Warmth flooded over me as I landed on the back of a very solid phoenix. My breath wuffed out in relief. 

But where was Judicus? 

That’s the other thing I wanted to talk about. I stashed him somewhere safe. If I’m going to agree to help you double back for your cousin, you are not doing it alone. We’ll go back for Judicus – just like you planned, but I found a place that will be harder to reach than your little tree cave.

I felt my face heating. In the end, the tree cave had done little more than slow the raider. But what hiding place could he have found that was better than that?

I want to be clear that I am not a bird, Kazmerev said as he flew us up above the trees. I am a phoenix. It’s different.

Of course, it was. He was not a bird. He was magnificent.

Exactly. He seemed to warm at that. Nevertheless, I left him in the branches of a very tall tree. In ... ahem ... an eagle’s nest. Don’t worry, I wedged him in place. He won’t fall off.

I didn’t want to tell him what a bad idea that was. Not when we were getting along so well. He almost didn’t seem furious right now.

I’m still furious. I’m angry all the time. I can’t help it.

I was angry for him.

See? It’s that which holds me fast. And it’s your constant presence, just here sitting with me in the depths of this grief that makes it bearable.

We flew low over the trees as guilt ate at me, raw and painful. I’d killed that raider. I kept thinking of him as a man, but with the face scarf up, he could have been a woman. I had no way to know. He could have had children. Been kind to puppies. Given to the poor. He might have been a great artist or craftsman. And I’d snuffed it all out.

He was going to grab you and make you his captive. And then you’d be dead, and Judicus and me, too. You did what you had to do.

I reacted in fear. Maybe there was another way that I hadn’t thought of.

And maybe I will grow gills and swim.

Either way, I could never take it back. That fire slipped from my hand so easily and took his life. And I hadn’t even thought it through.

Stop chastising yourself. We are almost at their camp. 

In the darkness, no one looked up at the girl who would have looked like she was sailing through the air on the back of nothing at all.

I felt relieved by that – stealthiness would mean I wouldn’t have to fight anyone – but worried when I looked down. 

In the distance, three of the boats had set sail in three different directions. Ship’s lights marked them out against the inky water. 

Whatever is in those boats will be lost to us if we go down into the camp. Are you certain of your choice?

There was only one thing I wanted from them – Mally. And she was in their tents.

That’s all I needed to know. Let’s take on this righteous quest, little hawk. Together.

I could sense the purpose behind his mental voice and it fed into my own focus and courage.

I looked down at the disorder below. It looked like a henhouse after a cat got in. People ran here and there, darting in and out of tents. Lights spread out through the trees in every direction. The tree I’d accidentally lit on fire still burned, spreading to the trees nearby. Raiders fought to bring their tents down and pull their possessions out of the fire’s path. They ran frantically, pouring buckets of water and scrambling to move what was in camp to the boats – but it was a large camp. It wouldn’t be packed up too quickly.

The key would be to get down unseen and get into Lady Lightland’s tent and out again without being detected. 

I can wait for you on the edge of camp. We need to get you practicing so you can put two people on my back. This would be easier if we could just fly in and fly out again.

Could he let me down on the edge of camp but then soar above me? I didn’t like leaving him behind.

I don’t like being separated from you, either.

We would just have to focus and do this right.

There was a darker spot where the camp met the docks close to the large tent we’d met Lady Lightland in. If I had to guess, I’d say Mally was still in there. It was the first place we should look. And that meant we should try to settle down in the nearby darkness. 

I don’t like the idea of you going in alone. Keep me invisible and I’ll come in with you.

Could I use the flame thing again?

If you have to. As long as I’m close. I was right overhead when you blasted that raider in the trees. 

That was good to know. There were limitations.

I have to be within about five of my wingspans for you to be able to channel my flame. Or at least, that’s how it was for Veela.

Ideally, I would have another Flame Rider teach me how to do this. 

Ideally, yes. But Flame Riders are secretive and hard to find. It will take us some traveling to discover any, though I will watch for sign of them as we travel. For now, we will have to find our way together, as one running through a strange forest in the night.

I winced at that. I still hurt all over – especially my face. 

We dropped down into the dark patch and I took a long breath, gathering my nerves and settling my racing heart. 

All I had to do was sneak in, find Mally, sneak out. It would be fine.

I reached out and touched Kazmerev’s feathers. I needed the warmth and support. I just needed to know someone was with me. His warmth lit the courage within me, strengthening my heart.

I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.

I leaned my forehead briefly against his warm feathers, drew in a long breath, and then slipped into the night.
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It was likely the chaos of the camp that made it possible to slip in at all. They were looking for someone trying to escape, not someone trying to sneak back in.

There were no guards picketed that I could see and the raiders on the dock were busier loading one of the boats than doing anything else. Four boats chasing one pair of people seemed like too much. But I wasn’t going to argue. Not when that made it possible to steal right up to the edge of the tent where we’d met Lady Lightfoot and sink to my knees, pressing my face to the crack where the tent wall met the ground.

The tent was fully lit. And mostly empty. Only one figure remained, slumped under a blanket. Bits of rope dangled out of the blanket from where I’d guess her hands were.

I gasped. 

Mally. 

She was here just like I’d thought. 

I stood, sneaking around the side and toward an entrance. There were no guards at the door of the tent. No more of the laughing coterie that had been with Lady Lightland. Did they really take our escape so seriously that none of them had stayed with her? Or had they hurt her so badly she couldn’t move or run?

Fear seized my heart. They wouldn’t have killed her, would they?

No. They need her alive.

But would they badly hurt her?

They stabbed Judicus in the side. They hurt Veela badly enough that she never recovered to wish me goodbye.

I bit my lip at his words, fighting down tears of sympathy. These were not kind people we were dealing with. These were enemies. But I couldn’t help but be suspicious that they had made this so easy for me.

It does seem too easy.

Too easy or just easy enough?

Nothing in life is easy enough. Don’t go in the tent.

But I’d come all this way. I needed to see if that was Mally – and if it wasn’t then I needed to move to the next tent and the next tent until I found her. I wasn’t leaving empty-handed.

And if she was hurt, she needed me more than ever. People always thought that because she put on such a tough show that she couldn’t be hurt, but I knew better. She was just a girl, like me. She wasn’t superhuman. 

At least take a weapon. 

Someone had conveniently left a knife stuck in a log beside the tent. It looked like they’d been putting points on roasting sticks before that. Would that be a good enough weapon?

Better than nothing, I suppose, but I don’t like this. And remember my fire. Use it if you must. Don’t be squeamish about fighting enemies because they will not hesitate to destroy you.

Well, I didn’t like this, but if we all stuck to doing only what we liked, nothing would ever happen. 

I held the knife in a strong grip, took a long breath, and slipped between the tent flaps. I stole across the dirt floor, and knelt down beside the pallet on the floor, reaching toward the bound hands in front of me.

It was her! Her exact size. Her soft white hands.

The blanket was over her face. I drew it back.

“Ha!” the word hit me like a blow, and I tumbled backward, the knife falling from my grip. 

The ropes slipped from the soft hands of Lady Lightland’s rope worker - Galen Floren Topocos.

No. It couldn’t be.

His too-red mouth curved into a devious smile as he leapt to his feet, hands out and fingers spread wide.

“They all thought I was a fool to try a gambit like this, but I knew the moment I saw you that you were a dog.”

He must have seen my offended expression, but he only laughed, black shadows springing to life in his hands.

“Don’t take offense. People are either dogs or cats. The other girl is a cat. She goes her own way. You’re a dog. You’ll keep coming back, faithful and patient, to serve and protect. Won’t you? I know it’s true. If it wasn’t, you wouldn’t be here, and we wouldn’t even be talking.”

I darted a glance toward the tent flap, and he leapt quickly to block my path, hands still outspread. 

“For someone who travels with a rope worker, you seem remarkably ignorant to what we can do.”

He could say that again. If one of them would just tell me instead of constantly hinting at it – well, that would be great!

Flames! Hit him with the flames.

I raised a hand. But could I really kill someone who was only saying threatening things? He hadn’t done anything to me yet. And he knew where Mally was.

Attack him! We can talk about the ethics of it after it’s done!

“You won’t be leaving this tent until I agree to let you,” Galen Floren Topocos said. “But don’t look so sad, you aren’t missing anything. Your friend isn’t even here. The minute the alarm was sounded, Lady Lightland took her out on a boat. They’re faster anyway, and that way there would never be a chance to catch her before she brought your friend to the Grand Hadri and collected the reward. If that’s what she decides to do in the end ...”

Could Kazmerev still hear me?

I can hear you.

Could he tell if this was true? Was Mally really on one of those boats? Had Lady Lightland taken her away?

In the dark, it will be hard to tell – especially with them scattered in every direction. Worry about yourself. Use the fire. 

“So now, what will we do with you?” Galen Floren Topocos said, rolling his head from side to side as if he was preparing for a physical fight.

I felt my knees grow weak. I wasn’t able to fight him. He wasn’t a big man – just as thin and wispy looking as Judicus was – but he was still a lot bigger than me. The only option would be to burn him with fire, but I was still aching about having done that a few minutes ago. There had to be some other way that didn’t end with someone dead.

There are three ships sailing in each direction and a party heading inland on horse. Maybe a dozen in that group. Can’t count numbers on the boats. Too hard from here, but likely eight to twelve people on each of those. If they were planning an inland raid, what made them scatter like that? 

Could it be something Mally said?

Kazmerev seemed to be considering that.  Maybe you’re right. Maybe you can get an answer from this rope worker.

The rope worker clenched his fists and little flickers of shadowy black rope spilled from his fists, dangled a few inches down, and then just clawed at the air as if waiting to be released. “Your cousin seemed to think you had something special to offer us. Oh yes, she revealed that you are cousins. And she told us you have a friend who comes when you’re in trouble. You’re in trouble now, girl. Where’s that friend?”

There it is. Mally told them about me. Flame Riders are rare. Not as rare as the ai’sletta, but rare enough. He wants you.

Wants? How?

“Perhaps you’d like to ask me about what it means to be in a real coterie,” he said. “Perhaps you’d like to have a future. I can give you those things if you tie yourself to me.”

Uh oh. That didn’t sound good. He wanted oaths as Judicus had. 

I don’t think it is oaths he wants. He wants something worse than that. I’ve looked and looked, Sersha, but I can’t figure out which group Mally’s in. They must be hiding her, knowing we can see from the air. It’s clever – and a lot of effort to disguise their path. They fear you. And I want to get back to where you are. I don’t like where this rope worker is headed.

“I know you do not speak,” the rope worker continued and the ropes in his hands spooled out a little further. “You don’t need to. Just hold your wrists out to me and my ropes will coil around them and up into your heart and I will tie a knot around half of it and it will be mine.”

No. Nope. Not happening.

I took a step back.

What’s going on?

He wanted to tie my heart up with his ropes!

No! Attack. Now.

I tried to think, but all I could feel was how hard my heart was racing. I couldn’t form a strong thought. I couldn’t think of another way. Resigned, I bit my lip and lifted my hands to call the flame. Nothing happened. Was Kazmerev too far away?

I’m coming!

He must have flown away checking the boats. He must be too far away for me to call on his flames.

The black ropes shot forward, spiraling around my wrists.

“The moment people find out you’re a rope worker,” Galen Floren Topocos said, “they always ask if it’s evil. And, of course, it is. Evil is disrupting the proper course of the world, which is what we do. Evil is bending the world to your will instead of being bent by it. Which, of course, we do.”

That didn’t sound right. That sounded like power. Power and evil weren’t the same thing. The same axe could chop wood for a fire to warm us or splinter the beam of a man’s house and bring down his roof. It was how it was applied that was good or evil. 

I shook my head and tried to call the flames. Please, please, please.

Nothing happened.

Keep trying!

The black ropes slowly curled up my arms, brushing under my armpits with their waving threads. It was almost like a loving caress, but when I tried to jerk my arms away, the ropes bit into the flesh.

“Rope work,” Galen said, “takes focus. You must know exactly what you want. Then you must carve away all other desires. It can take years to learn that part. It’s a lot like spinning. You have to card the wool first, aligning all the fibers. The mental discipline and focus that takes isn’t possible for everyone. Not even everyone born with the threads of ability.”

He seemed to be enjoying telling me this as I squirmed and fought in the double embrace of his ropes. 

“And then you must spin. You focus the threads of your hopes and desires and thoughts and the health of your heart, the power of your mind, the strength in your bones. And you spin that into threads – and when you are very powerful, into thick ropes. And with those ropes, you can weave or unweave little bits of this thing we think of as the world. And, of course, the world is spun, too. It’s as malleable as thought.”

The threads were getting too close. They spidered across my collarbones, reaching inward. Could he really pierce my heart?

The traitorous organ sped up, as if trying to get every last beat in before the end. I was breathing too fast, trying to shoot flames with every other breath but nothing was happening. Right when I needed my access to the flames the most, it had left me.

When I say jump, jump.

Please, get here in time.

Galen’s eyes were glassy as he took a step toward me, his voice almost sing-song now. “Almost there. Almost. We’ll spin for you a new heart. A heart that loves properly. A heart that loves me.”

I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. It was the end. 

Galen’s mouth tilted up in the corners in a dreamy smile and then I felt his rope bite my flesh, sinking into my chest. I opened my mouth in soundless agony, wanting now more than ever to be able to scream my terror. 

Jump.

I obeyed, putting every scrap of energy and focus into the leap.

With a fump fire burst through the tent, lighting the edges.

I was swept onto Kazmerev’s back, head whirling, lungs gasping for breath. Only his magic could have gripped me tight enough in that moment as the ropes spun around me, gripping hard, digging in tightly. 

For a heartbeat, Kazmerev was flapping hard to gain the air again and I was gripping his feathers in desperate fists while Galen hung below us, suspended by the ropes he’d woven around my arms and into my chest.

And then his threads lost their purchase. They slid from my chest and down my arms and into the depths of the sky.

I heard his panicked scream going on far longer than I expected. Long enough that I shut my eyes tight and buried my face into Kazmerev’s feathers. I wanted to scream, too. I wanted this to be over.

And then it was.

Don’t look down.

I didn’t look down. I took deep, heaving breaths as I buried my face in burning feathers, breathing in the sweet campfire scent of Kazmerev, not caring how my skin was so hot it felt like it might burst into flames.

Kazmerev. My one true friend. He’d come for me. 

I am very fond of you, too, little hawk.

What were we going to do? My thoughts were shaking. I kept thinking of that long fall and Galen Floren Topocos’s scream going on and on.

I suggest we circle the camp once and then fly north and after a while, maybe you can try to calm down enough to make me invisible again. Then we’ll double back and get Judicus down from the tree.

Judicus. A rope worker. Like the one who had tried to literally steal my heart.

They aren’t the same.

Like the one who had fallen to his death on the rocks below.

Maybe. I wouldn’t be too sure. Rope workers are hard to kill.

Why? They were only human. And it seemed his power was dependent on concentration and that it robbed the rest of him of vigor.

True enough. But they are also fueled by an unrealistic confidence in their own view of the world – and that can be very hard to shake.

I took a deep breath and buried my face further into his feathers. I needed a moment. A moment not to think about rope workers or how we were going to get Judicus out of that tree or which group we should follow to save Mally. Just a moment to calm down and tell myself I was safe.

You are safe. You’re with me.

I was. I was with him and with Kazmerev I was safe.
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Read more of Sersha and Kazmerev’s story in Phoenix Heart: Episode 3, “Bright Feather”.
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Interested in what’s happening next and what other books might be available?

Visit the author’s website for the latest news.

www.sarahklwilson.com

***
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Can’t get enough Phoenix Heart?

Read Phoenix Hope for more about Kazmerev and Judicus.

She's an armswoman looking for work. He's an enthusiastic young noble with something to prove. But an enemy lurks, determined to destroy them both.
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And please do leave a review! Reviews help other readers find these books and enjoy the story, too!
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If you loved Phoenix Heart and you’ve read all the available episodes, you might also like Sarah’s dragon books. Her bestselling series “Dragon School” is available in Kindle Unlimited, or you can save when you buy it in the box sets.

[image: Calendar  Description automatically generated with low confidence]DRAGON SCHOOL

A disabled teen. An empathetic dragon. Their bond will save the world. 

TRY IT HERE

(And if you’ve already read “Dragon School,” don’t forget the other series set in that world, “Dragon Chameleon” and “Dragon Tide.”) 
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Behind the Scenes:
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USA Today bestselling author, Sarah K. L. Wilson loves happy endings, stories that push things just a little further than you expect, heroes who actually act heroic, selfless acts of bravery, and second chances. She writes young adult fantasy because fantasy is her home and apparently her internal monologue is stuck in the late teens 

Sarah would like to thank Melissa Wright & Eugenia Kollia for their incredible work in beta reading and proofreading this book. Without their big hearts and passion for stories, this book would not be the same.

Sarah has the deepest regard for the talent of her phenomenal artist Luciano Fleitas who created the gorgeous cover art that accompanies this book. Without his work, it would be so much harder to show off this story the way it deserves!

Thanks also to the Noble Order of Female Fantasy Authors who keep me sane – sort of. And for my beloved husband, Cale and sons Neville and Leif who are endlessly patient as I talk to them about bookish passions.

And a HUGE THANK YOU to my patrons, Mike Burgess and Carly Salsbury for their support. I couldn’t do this without readers like you!

Visit Sarah’s website for more information:

www.sarahklwilson.com
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OTHER BOOK SERIES BY SARAH K. L. WILSON
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Stolen Mayfly Bride (2021)

When a fae trickster meets a caged human seer, his thoughts are how to turn this to his advantage, until she starts to slip into his dreams and changes everything. Romantic, dreamy & sweet – this stand-alone short novel is for romantic fantasy lovers.

Bluebeard’s Secret Series (2021)

When Izolda is stolen away as the wife of a mysterious Wittenbrand she thinks only of saving her family – certainly not about his fifteen previous wives or their mysterious deaths, certainly not about the insanity of this upside-down fae world, and certainly not about whether she might be falling in love despite herself. If you loved Alice in Wonderland but wished it was a fairytale romance, this book might be for you.

Empire of War & Wings Series (2020)

When an evil prince arrives on her doorstep, Aella discovers a rage-powered magic inside herself. It’s the perfect weapon to beat back the injustices of her empire – but can she control this magic when it manifests as an angry swarm of bees?

Tangled Fae Series (2020)

Twisted Fae have invaded her world and stolen her sister. Can she save her village and her family by learning to fight and bargain like the fae?

Bridge of Legends Series (2019)

He is possessed by ancient magic. She can smell spiritual residues. 

Together they seem unstoppable, but is their love doomed?


And if you liked this episodic story, you’ll certainly like my other episodic fiction:

Dragon Tide Series (2019)

Can Seleska and her baby dragon bring magic back to the world?

Dragon Chameleon Series (2018)

He’s a trickster with the most unique dragon out there. Together, they’ll have to be heroes.

Dragon School Series (2018)

A disabled teen, a telepathic dragon, a bond that will save the world.
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