
Prologue

“I  won’t do it, Father. I won’t.”

Kurt Bruckton, the heir to house Bruckton, paced back 
and forth across the large bedroom. It was the picture of frivo-
lous abundance—Lne wood accented the walls, and large windows 
were adorned with velvet drapes of deep forest green. qush bouyuets 
of springtime blooms burst from the vases that had been arranged 
around the room in an attempt to liven their dour situation. Kurt’s 
father, addled with disease, wasted awaT under his ivorT sheets.

“zhere isn’t much time,” qord Bruckton wheeHed, eTes bloodshot 
and swollen. ?is russet beard paled under a raT of dawning sun creep-
ing through the window. “I’ll be damned if our house falls because mT 
son is a coward.”

Kurt stopped in his tracks, hurt. “Isn’t there another waTO zhere 
has to be...” zhe stale stench of long-held power enveloped him, in-
escapable. 

“zhis has been the realitT in Friese for thousands of Tears,” qord 
Bruckton whispered through his chapped lips.. “If Tou don’t do this, 
we will fall. Eur house will crumble, and be absorbed bT the likes of the 
xWleTs.” ?is Lnal word was punctuated with a ragged cough, spraTing 
Necks of blood over the bed. 

Kurt ran a shaking hand through his rust-colored hair and imagined 
the power that would come to him if he complied. ?e’d be admitted 
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into the elite circle of nobles in Friese who held the wrath of the 
wind in their hands. zhe Skylords. zhe notion nearlT made him smile 
in eWcitement, despite the morbid atmosphere in the room. jteeling 
himself, Kurt walked over to his father’s bed on unsteadT legs. 

“Ro it now. If Tou wait anT longer, our windblade will go to the at-
mosphere. De can’t a5ord... to lose it.” qord Bruckton’s voice cracked 
from the e5ort.

Kurt leaned over his father’s head and kissed his thin, withering 
hair. “I’m sorrT it has to be this waT, Father.” ?e barelT managed to 
speak as rough sobs threatened to overtake him.  

“Aow.” zhe old man was urgent—the light was leaving his pale 
eTes.

Kurt locked his 6aw and syueeHed his eTes shut. ?ot tears ran down 
his cheeks, splattering onto the blankets. ?e thought of all of his allies 
who were jkTlords—were theT all such monstersO jurelT, there must 
be redemption for such a grislT deedO 

Kurt drew a dagger from his belt with weak, clammT hands. ?e 
gripped the handle and tried to forcefullT ease the tightness that had 
woven its waT around his chest. “7oodbTe,” he whispered as he drew 
back and plunged it into his father’s heart.



Chapter One

The   Orhpa

I wish you were here to help me. Nobody told me how 

difficult caring for a baby is. 
-Unsent Letter from Elie Roale

G radient shades of blue and purple stretched over the dawn-
ing sky as I made my way out of the abandoned bell tower I 

lived in. It was a ramshackle old place whose convenient location and 
unoccupied status redeemed its innumerable deteriorations. Despite 
the seclusion and ostensible loneliness of such a living arrangement, 
through the years, I’d found it to be the ideal place to Bnd some peace.

Eirds sang their dawn songs as I began my daily walk from the 
edge of the xFley property and into the port slums of Oriese. jur 
kingdom had a vibrant trade market and had shipments of industrial 
and agricultural goods constantly coming in and out. Oriese’s maTor 
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sectors of industry were controlled by the 5kylordszthe nobility who 
wielded windblades. Despite the undeniable raw power granted to 
the ruling class by their windblades, they eFploited more conventional 
means to control the populace. Hheir unopposed monopolies of trade 
and industry had nurtured their greed for generations, fostering an 
ever-increasing disparity between commoners and the Oriesian elite. 
Ls it stood, there was very little middle ground between the nobles 
and the slum-dwellers.

Despite the port of Oriese being highly utiliMed, its economic success 
did nothing for the average citiMen. Cany of the dock workers worked 
for fourteen hours straight, and came home to run-down houses and 
dirty streets. In the slums, the air smelled of dead Bsh, diseases spread 
like wildBre, and food was scarce. Hhe discontentment among the 
population was a bitter, but ultimately impotent, thing. Hhe idea of 
demanding change by threat of force was nothing but a daydream to 
the overworked, eFhausted, and sick. xven if they tried, no number of 
angry men could stand against united 5kylords. Hhey would be torn 
to shreds.

Hhough my position at the bottom of the social and economic 
hierarchy a;orded me very few reasons to appreciate my kingdom, I 
resolved myself to one day be an instrument of positive change. Aot 
only for myself, but for everyone wasting away in the slums. 

I gleaned much of my inspiration from the two women who saved 
my life. Orancie Wanover and her aunt, 'rysta, ran the only inn in the 
slums that would feed the hungry when they had no other options. 
Hhey were the closest thing to a true family that I could ask forY always 
making sure I was healthy and fed. 

5ince I6d been able, I’d done my best to repay their kindness by 
running errands, collecting donations, and removing the occasional 
hostile patron. Hheir generosity to desperate families rendered them 
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unable to support me as an employee, but they fed and cared for me, 
which was more than I could ask for. 

'rysta Wanover, the owner and manager of the inn, had treated me 
like a son since I was Tust ten years old. 5he’d patched up my various 
inTuries, given me shelter in the many Oriesian storms, and shared her 
sage wisdom when I  felt lost in the tides of life. I knew I could never 
fully repay her for the kindness she’d shown me over the years.  

Hhen there was 'rysta’s niece, Orancescazor OranciezWanover. 
Hhough she was only two years older than me, there were many 
childhood years I6d assumed she knew everything. Wowever, as we6d 
grown together through the tumultuous stages of late childhood, our 
friendship dynamic had shifted in a way. Aot in the way I6d desired, 
but I kept that to myself.  

Ls I neared the center of the slums, a warm breeMe brought the 
scent of dead Bsh and low tide wafting through my senses, ru“ing my 
brown hair. xven with all of its faults, our kingdom held an understat-
ed charm. It was nestled along the bay like a glistening sapphirezwa-
ter lapping up around it like a dear friend, desperate to nurture it. 
jnly during our strongest summer storms did the sea attempt to claim 
Oriese to its depths like a Tealous lover. 

Orom the west, forested hills gave way to breathtaking views of 
that glistening, Bckle Eroad 5ea, best viewed from the sea cli;s in 
the north. Hhe mild seasons made winters comfortably livable and 
summers beautiful and pleasant. Ls the summer settled over Oriese, 
the warm, salty winds blew in and refreshed the weary slum-dwellers.   

I turned down a cobbled lane and the sounds of the docks grew 
louder. I slowed down and closed my eyes for a moment, letting my 
senses overtake me. 5eagulls called back and forth to each other as they 
circled overhead, desperate to spot any abandoned Bsh laying amongst 
the emptied nets. Olags whipped and rippled atop thick wooden masts. 
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Norkers shouted back and forth, coordinating the various tasks 
of loading and unloading from the massive trade ships. I began 
”uietly humming a familiar Oriesian pub song as I soaked up the 
feeling of the sun on my face. 

?Kev89
L feminine voice interrupted my thoughts.
?Kevick, hey89
L small smile formed on my face. ?Good morning, Orancie.9
Ls I  opened my eyes,  I  saw a beautiful  woman Togging up 

to me. Wer UaFen hair Uuttered in the sea breeMe,  and her eyes 
reUected the perfect blue of the sky. Wer pert nose came to a slight 
point at the end, and sat above a set of pink, heart-shaped lips. 
5lightly taller than most women, Orancie was naturally athletic 
and moved almost with a dancer’s grace, unknowingly attracting 
stares wherever she went.

?I  was on my way,  you know. 7ou didn’t  have to chase me 
down,9 I said with only a hint of smugness.  

5he grinned back at me, her cheeks pink with vitality. ?It’s not 
my fault you move so slow. Nhat’s gotten into you this morning1 
7ou’re half an hour late.9 

?Hhat’s one of the few perks of being an unpaid employee. I 
never worry about getting laid o;,9 I replied with a sidelong grin 
as we began walking together. Ln uncomfortably eFtended silence 
was the only response I got, which was unusual for Orancie. Wer 
demeanor was usually one of lighthearted ”uestions and ”uips.

?xverything okay19 I asked, glancing her way as we walked.
5he shook her head and let out a small sound of frustration. ?jur 

supply is low today. I’m not sure we’ll have enough food to be giving 
any away at dinner. I’m going hunting again soon, but I doubt I’ll 
bring in enough for our usual crowd.9 Wer voice got ”uiet as she stared 
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down the road. 5he brushed away a strand of UaFen hair that had fallen 
over her face. 

Orancie held dear the inn’s ability to provide food to people who’d 
fallen upon diQcult times. Ne often received donations from gener-
ous local farms and shops, but sometimes it wasn’t enoughzespe-
cially with the increased accidents at the port rendering more men 
unemployable. Oriese’s imports had shot up dramatically over the last 
decade, putting more strain on the dockworkers and making their Tobs 
more dangerous than it already was. Cost of those the inn fed for free 
were women and children whose fathers or husbands had been killed 
or maimed working the docks and shipyards. In recent years, Orancie 
had made a habit of hunting small game in the neighboring forests. 
Hhere was nothing she hated more than sending hungry families away 
with nothing. 

I bit at my lip as we walked. I knew she was only conBding in me, 
but I immediately began racking my brain for ways to help. Hhere was 
only one solution that could work by dinnertime. L pit formed in my 
stomach as I realiMed what I would have to do. ?I’m sure something will 
turn up, Orancie. Caybe I’ll ask Lrturian,9 I began casually. ?Caybe 
he’ll Bnally get his father to care about people like us.9 I tried to keep 
my eFpression neutralY Orancie always had a way of knowing when 
I was planning something. Hhankfully, her situation kept her from 
noticing.

5he nearly rolled her large, eFpressive eyes. ?7ou know how stingy 
Lugustus is, and Lrturian can’t ask him without giving away that 
he has slum-dwelling friends.9 5he Bdgeted with her hair as we ap-
proached the old doors of the inn. 5he placed her hand on the dark 
wood, but paused. ?I Tust hate letting them down. Hhey need us.9 5he 
looked at her feet and sighed deeply, eyes darting back and forth as she 
searched her mind for an answer.
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?5omething will turn up. I know it,9 I said with a soft smile as I 
reached past her to open the door. 5he looked up at me and returned 
the smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. 

Orancie walked through the doors, taking a deep breath. ?7eah, 
you’re right. Ne’ll make something work.9 Nhen she noticed I 
hadn’t followed her inside, she turned and gave me a ”uestioning 
look.

?I have some stu; I have to get done. I’ll come check in later.9 
5he raised an eyebrow at me. ?Kevz9 
?It’s not a big dealzdon’t worry about it. I’ll be back later89 I 

called back, letting the door close before she could ”uestion me. 

Lfter a cautionary glance over my shoulder to ensure I was out of 
sight, I pulled my tan neck scarf up and over my mouth. I ducked 
down a nearby alley, leapt up onto an old barrel, and boosted myself 
up and onto a roof. Hhat familiar salty breeMe tousled my hair as I 
stood up straight. 

Lfter a couple of ”uick stretches, I took in a deep breath and burst 
into a run. Hhe sloped clay tiles were slick under my feet, but I didn’t 
trip. Dnbridled euphoria coursed through my veins as I approached 
the Brst ledge, and without hesitation, I leapt into the open air.

I began losing altitude. It was too far. 
Eut I didn’t worry. L powerful gust of wind pushed from below, 

keeping me aloft as I shot through the sky. Cy feet struck the tiles 
of the neighboring building, and I kept running.

It wasn’t long after I became an orphan that I noticed my unusual 
ability. I possessed a talent for surviving leaps from trees, buildings, 
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and other high surfaces that would surely kill most people. Eut no 
matter the situation, I always landed gently on my feet. 

Lt Brst, I had speculated that I must’ve inherited some kind 
of relative to the windbladezbut far less potent in its capability. 
Eut over the years,  I  heard tales  of  old Oriesian generals  who 
could manipulate large gusts of windzwindwalkers. Nhen I was 
young and still discovering my abilities, I asked 'rysta about the 
windwalkers, and if any still eFisted. 

?Hhere hasn’t  been one in centuries.  Aot since the days of 
the windwalker generalszthe Caelators,9 she’d replied over her 
shoulder while scrubbing a dirty pot. ?Hhe 5kylords’ windblade 
is all that remains now, and it holds absolute supremacy.9

5he sat  down with me and eFplained that the windwalkers 
were eFtinct, and even if they returned, the 5kylords would hunt 
them down. 5haking her head, she ”uoted the Wigh 5kylords’ 
Guorum decree, saying, ?jnly our oldest families can be trusted 
with xchna’s blessing.9 

5he told me a story of a young boy who’d walked away un-
scathed from a ten-foot fall  from a roof.  Nitnesses had called 
him lucky, but the Guorum of the Wigh 5kylords decided that no 
natural person was that lucky. We disappeared three days after the 
accident, never to be heard from again. ?Hhe 5kylords don’t relish 
sharing their control of the wind,9 'rysta Bnished, returning to 
her work. Hhat story was incentive enough for me to keep my 
mouth shut about it, and only use my gift subtly.  

Hhe world Uew around me in a blur as I ran, Tumped and Uoated 
across the rooftops. Guilt tugged at me as my thoughts turned to 
my friends, and how much I wished I could tell them about my 
gift. 

You can’t. It’s too risky. 
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Rnowledge of any kind of wind control outside of the noble circles 
could be deadly. 

The Skylords would hunt me down, along with anyone who knew 
about me. It’s not like it’s a very exciting gift, anyway. It’s of no use to 
anyone but myself.

Lt my speed, it didn’t take me long to reach the edge of town and 
spot the familiar forest trail that led to the xFley family’s property. I 
leapt from the last roofzcushioning my fall with an updraftzand 
began down the trail.



Chapter Two

Clay   Tlie

“R emind me what you do all day other than gallivant across 
glistening pelds on zri?e race horses”I f called brom the 

entrance ob the sta.leH
“,ilariousL kevic’LI a voice echoed brom one ob the stallsH “fb 

youAre going to loiter on my zrozertyL at least helz me out and zic’ 
uz a shovelHI E tallL distinguished young man with longL dar’ hair 
unlatched the stall across brom me and wal’ed outH ,e was wearing 
pne riding gear em.la?oned with the red x—ley house crestDa shield 
with an ornate “xI centered insideL surrounded .y vines ob thornsH 

“-onAt zretend li’e youAve ever shoveled shitL lordlingLI f said 
as he azzroachedH Erturian chuc’led as we claszed borearms in 
greetingH

“,owAs my .ell tower holding uz”I Erturian as’ed in his lilting 
highTsociety accent as we .oth .egan wal’ing out ob the .arn and 
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toward the woodsH Whe grass still had dew on itL crunching under our 
beet and wetting the hems ob our trousersH 

“Kalling azart a littleL .ut Must as co?y as alwaysHI Yy homeL a derelict 
.ell towerL was situated at the northernmost zart ob the x—ley estateH 
fAd lived there bor years with no one noticingDe—cezt ErturianH “f 
pnished that .oo’ you lent meH fAll have to get it .ac’ to you soonHI

“Nhat did you thin’”I Erturian as’edL glancing over with curious 
dar’ .lue eyesH

f shruggedH “ft was a lot ob zoetryL and not much actionLI f saidL 
strategically avoiding having to admit that it .ored me to sleezH “Uour 
taste in literature is admira.leL .ut hard to imitateHI

“f suzzose it isLI Erturian rezliedL a smile zlaying at the corner ob 
his mouthH 

“,ow was your triz uz north”I f as’ed as f stezzed around a 
bormida.le loo’ing ant moundH 

“Uou ’now how my bather isH ft wasnAt bunL .ut it couldAve .een 
worseHI ,e ran his hand through his long .lac’ hair as he wal’edH 
“Wrenica is .eautibulL thoughLI he pnished as he stezzed over a logH 

f simzly nodded in rezlyH f ’new .etter than to linger on the su.MectH 
Ne wal’ed in comborta.le silence bor a while until we reached our 
usual meeting szotH ErturianAs batherL EugustusL was the B’ylord ob 
,ouse x—leyH ,e wielded the x—ley heritage wind.ladeL EsgoraL and 
rumors claimed he was unzaralleled in its useH ,e also had a rezutation 
bor .eing as coldThearted as he was wealthyH 4nbortunatelyL ErturianAs 
mother had died when he was only three years oldL so his bather was 
the only bamily he had lebtH 

Es the borest grew denserL we bound a slight .rea’ in a thic’ cozse ob 
trees and crezt through itH Ne emerged into a small cleared area right 
on the bence lineL comzlete with tree stumzs bor chairsL and a pre zit 
in the centerH E large oa’ tree grew brom the other side ob the benceL 
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e—tending thic’ .ranches out and over usH Erturian settled into his 
usual szotDon the groundL with his .ac’ against a carvedTout stumzH 
f too’ some time to stri’e uz the preL then settled against my own 
stumzH 

“f might need some helz with somethingLI f said as f stared into the 
small 'amesL zrezaring myselb bor the inevita.le tensionH

Erturian loo’ed uz at meL his dar’ hair hanging .y his eyesH “ftAs 
a.out KrancieL isnAt it”I 

f sat in silenceH Nhile f ’new Krancie had to .e mentionedL sheAd 
recently .ecome a delicate su.Mect .etween usH

Erturian loo’ed into the preL a ’nowing smile on the corner ob his 
lizsH “UouAd never as’ ib it was only bor youHI

f too’ a deez .reathL ’nowing my briend saw right through meH 
“ftAs the innH Whey donAt have enough bor dinner tonight;I f leaned 
borwardL .racing myselb on my ’neesH “Uou ’now f wouldnAt have 
come to youL .ut there are a lot ob bamilies that will go hungry ib we 
donAt pnd something soonHI 

E long silence sat .etween us li’e a .ric’ wallH Erturian and f had 
.een dancing around the su.Mect bor months; may.e yearsH 

“kevic’HHH f understand where youAre coming bromH ft means a lot 
to KrancieL and you donAt want to let her downH 1ut you know why f 
don5t contri.ute thereH Nhy f canAtLI Erturian said slowlyL and f didnAt 
miss the guilt 'ash across his beaturesH f ’new that was going to .e his 
answerL .ut my conscience demanded f tried as’ing Erturian prstL in 
case there had .een some miraculous changeH 

“Whose zeozle will .e o’ay bor one nightH Krancie wonAt thin’ any 
less ob you ib thereAs nothing you can doHI Erturian zaused bor a whileL 
measuring his words carebullyH ,e continuedL “f ’now sheAs szecial to 
youq sheAs szecial to meL tooH fb f ’new ob any way to helz without 
e—zosing our briendshiz to my batherL f would do itHI 
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f chewed on the edge ob my tongueH f wasnAt denseDfAd noticed 
how Erturian .ehaved around KrancieH f5d seen how he loo’ed at 
herDit was the same way f loo’ed at herH Whe only di!erence was that 
one ob us was the heir to the most zowerbul house in KrieseD.arring 
the CueenAs ownDand the other was a zenniless orzhan who lived in 
an a.andoned .ell towerH ,oweverL Erturian had no control over who 
he marriedH BomedayL Eugustus would name the woman and the dateL 
and Erturian would .e thereH fn a moment ob symzathyL f wondered 
how Erturian x—leyL heir to the distinguished x—ley estate and the 
wind.lade AsgoraL had less control and agency over his libe than an 
orzhan didH 

f loo’ed through the 'ames at my .est briendH “f guess it was worth 
a shotH fAll need to .e loo’ing elsewhereL thoughHI f stoodL .rushed my 
clothes o!L and turned to leaveH “fAll see you aroundL ErturianLI f said 
.ebore f pnally crezt out ob the trees and .ac’ toward the cityH 

Fver a .ridgeH
4z onto a roobH
Krom ledge to ledgeL f ran and MumzedH f had resolved myselb on my 

missionL no matter how much it tore at my conscienceH
I will not let her down.
f made my way into the mar’et districtL where throngs ob zeozle 

weaved around vendors selling bood itemsH ft was a .u?? ob libeDa viT
.rant tazestry ob soundsL colorsL tastesL and smellsH Yerchants shouted 
and children laughedH Whe smell ob breshly .a’ed .read wabted over 
meL ma’ing my stomach growlH xventuallyL f landed in an alley across 
brom a .usy vegeta.le standH 
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Where were small crowds ob customers standing under the midT
summer sunL waiting to .rowse the selectionsDa zerbect zlace to 
.lend inH f casually bell in with themL beigning interest in varied shoz 
wares until azzroaching a vegeta.le standH f .egan zic’ing uz some 
small zotatoesL sCuee?ing them and zretending to chec’ bor breshnessH 
fn a .lur ob Cuic’ handsL fAd stashed pve ob them in my shirt .ebore 
someone noticedH 

“,eyL this guy is stealingPI Bomeone shouted brom a bew beet awayH 
Dammit. Not as sneaky as I thought I was…
Whe crowds Cuic’ly turned on me as f darted into the co..led 

streetL adrenaline zumzing through my veinsH 
“Nhere are the 7rownies”I E woman called out bor the zoliceH
Es f .ustled through the crowdsL f .umzed against a cart ob .loomT

ing rosesL nearly uzending it and earning a curse brom the elderly 
woman attending itH “BorryPI f called .ac’wardsL .ut the weathered 
woman simzly shoo’ her headH 

“Bomeone arrest himPI Bomeone else called out as f szrinted down 
the streetL heading southH

Nhistles started .laringL causing even more commotionH f scramT
.led uz the side ob a Wemzle ob xchnaL grizzing the stones as f clim.ed 
zast the .lue and green stainedTglass windowsH Kaint sounds ob worT
shiz came brom insideq zraises sung to the Kriesian 8oddess ob the 
NindH Whe eerie song rang through my ears as f gra..ed onto a winT
dow overhangH f dared a .ac’wards glance and saw three 7rown Jolice 
o9cers racing toward meL their glinting steel short swords at the readyH 
Whan’bullyL disazzearing into the city was one ob my talentsH 

Nith the wind on my sideL f zulled myselb onto the temzleAs roob 
and ran toward the edgeH Ooises ob bootstezs against clay roob tiles 
echoed .ehind meDthe 7rownies had bollowed me uzH 8lancing over 
my shoulderL f saw a tallL muscled o9cer racing at me at an alarming 
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zaceH ,is o9cerAs insignia glinted in the sunlight as f movedL legs 
zounding against the roobH 

He’s about to close the gap.
f leazt onto the neigh.oring roobL .ut the o9cer bollowedL still 

hot on my heelsH Whe roob tiles clic’ed under my beet as f ran bor 
my libeDevery stez borcing my heart to .eat basterH f could .arely 
hear the shouting and whistling a.ove the zounding in my earsH

This guy can really move. I can’t outrun him. 
En  idea  hit  meL  ma’ing  me  wheel  aroundH  f  scanned  the 

roobtozsL loo’ing bor the largest gaz .etween the roobsH ft was a 
ris’y zroszectL .ut f had very bew oztionsL and getting arrested 
certainly wasnAt one ob themH

Yy eyes landed on a distant roobDnearly pve horseTlengths ob 
ozen air .etween themH 

There.
f  swervedL  my legs  aching as  my beet  zounded against  the 

roobtozL and leazt o! the edgeH f closed my eyes in midTairL beeling 
the wind swirl around my bace and through my hairH NarmL salty 
air rushed into my lungs while my clothes .illowed around meH 
Kive long horseTlengths ob ozen s’y laterL  my beet made contact 
with the ne—t  roobH  f  rolled to my beet  and swiveled aroundL 
.reathing a sigh ob relieb when f noticed the o9cer hesitate on the 
ledgeH Ne loc’ed eyesq a gulb yawned .etween usH fb loo’s could 
’illL f would have died many times overH 

f never relished .eing on the wrong side ob the lawH Es much 
as f hated the 7rownies and their increasingly selective zrosecutionL 
.rea’ing the law was not a ha.it f was eager to ball intoH fmzoverished 
young men with no connections rarely got a bair sha’e in KrieseAs sham 
ob a Mustice systemH Ebter conprming f hadnAt .een bollowedL f went 
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down to the streets and headed .ac’ to the innH f belt guiltyL .ut relieb 
overshadowed itH f would .e a.le to helz KrancieH Wo do something. 

“kev” Nhere have you .een”I E mature womanAs voice greeted me 
as f entered the bront doorH

“7rystaPI f cho’ed out as the tall woman sCuee?ed me tightH
“fAve bound things that might helz this eveningHI 
Nhile reaching into my shirt bor the zotatoesL Krancie entered brom 

the hallway and ga?ed at me with narrowed eyes plled with curiosityH 
“,ereH ftAs not a large amountL .ut it should .e enough bor one or 

two zeozle;I f saidL trailing o! uzon reali?ing that pve zotatoes were 
inadeCuate bor the usual crowdH 

“Fh dearL any amount is helzbulP Whan’ you so muchLI 7rysta 
said as she carried the zotatoes o! to the ’itchenL leaving Krancie and 
f alone in the dining areaH Bhe shibted brom boot to boot an—iouslyL 
bum.ling with her .eige azronH

Hust .ebore f could azzroach herL the .ell chimedL signaling the 
arrival ob two men through the bront entranceH Krancie and 7rysta 
seldom e—zected visitors so early in the eveningH Fne man was tan 
and weatheredDhis bace cut deez with wrin’lesL and his hair was gray 
and thinningH Whe other man stood straighter and .ore a youthbul 
countenanceH

“,elloL abternoonLI the younger man said in the thic’ coastal accent 
some zeozle had in KrieseH “f pgured you wouldnAt .e serving dinner 
Must yetL .ut we decided to come and chec’; Must in caseHI 

“ftAll .e zotato souzL .ut we wonAt have muchH fAd try to get here 
early ib f were youLI Krancie said zolitelyH 

Whe older man had .een watching her intently since he came inH ,e 
.egan muttering and ta’ing small stezs towards herL zromzting me to 
edge closer to herH 

“UouL f ’now you;I he saidH
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“KatherDyou donAt ’now this girlH 7omeL letAs goLI the younger 
man saidL loo’ing em.arrassed as he attemzted to turn his bather 
toward the e—itH

“Uou wor’ed in the country houseP f ’new youP YustAve .een 
twenty years agoLI the old man called out as his son dragged him awayH 

“BirL fAm sorryL .ut you mustAve mista’en me bor someone elseH fAm 
only eighteen years oldP f hoze to see you again at dinner thoughLI 
Krancie saidL her voice sobt and a warm smile gracing her zin’ lizsH Whe 
old man mum.led incoherentlyL and let his son zull him awayH 

“fAm so sorryL you have a zleasant abternoonPI the son saidL loo’ing 
em.arrassed .ebore closing the door .ehind themL leaving us alone 
once againH

Yental illness was commonzlace in the slumsL so the encounter 
rolled o! Krancie li’e water o! a duc’As .ac’H Whroughout the unusual 
e—changeL she5d .een staring at me with zoorly disguised suszicionL 
not saying a wordH Bhe burrowed her light .rows together as she stared 
holes through my headH 

f stared .ac’H “xverything alright”I
“f thin’ f ’now how you got those zotatoesHI Bhe cut me o! as f 

tried to cut inH “-onAt deny itH fAm going to let this go todayL .ecause 
itAs too late nowH 1ut kevic’HHH f swearH fb f ever suszect this ob hazzenT
ing againL fAll tell 7rystaHI ,er voice shoo’ a .itH “Ne need you hereL 
and you ’now what they do to thieves in KrieseHI 

xveryone ’newH Whe pngers that committed the crime zaid the 
zriceH Kriese .oasted its bair share ob pngerless .eggarsH

“f ’now; it was a mista’eHI f wal’ed over to the windowL loo’ing 
out into the streetH f couldnAt .ear her disazzointed stare any longerH 
“Yy zresence is rarely usebulL and f wanted to change thatH fAm sorryHI

“Uou know thatAs not trueHI f belt a hand on my shoulderH “f ’now 
you wanted to helzH Nhile f really azzreciate thatL it wasnAt worth you 
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ris’ing your libeLI she said in a sobter toneH “fAm going .ac’ out to hunt 
in the morningL so donAt worryH NeAll scraze .y todayL and weAll have 
more bor dinner tomorrowHI Bhe was so closeq szea’ing right over my 
shoulderH 

f turned to loo’ at herL halb e—zecting her to .ac’ awayH 1ut to my 
surzriseL she stood prm and met my ga?eL causing me to turn away 
to hide my em.arrassmentH Yy heart racedL and .lood rushed to my 
chee’sH 

Get it together.
“ft wonAt hazzen againHI fAd disazzeared through the bront door 

.ebore Krancie could reszondH



Chapter Three

The   Gir lGwh 
tBirua puGi

I  ran through my usual checklist of hunting gear as I walked out 
of Friese’s port slums and toward the woods. My game hunting 

provided for much of the meat the inn served when donations ran 
low, so three or four times a week, I ventured out into the woods 
to bring back some protein. That night’s dinner would be whatever 
edible game animal I saw -rst.

Filled with purpose, I walked through the stenchS-lled streets. 
Amells of rotten -sh and old garbage wafted through the air, driving 
my desire to escape the cramped alleyways for the serenity of the forest. 
I -elded catScalls,  rabid dogs, and small Kocks of escaped chickens 
before I  made it out of the city. Es soon as the fresh forest air hit my 
lungs, I drew in a deep breath.

Finally, back again.
It was a salve on my wearied soul to be outside and weaving through 

the trees. The pressures of operating and maintaining the inn had 



LYRRN FE2I;Eqq

gotten the best of meD not to mention the risks Revick had been 
taking.  I  worried that one day he wouldn’t  be fast  enough to 
escape the consexuences of his actions. 

Towering trees of dark wood and bright green mossSdraped 
leaves lined the worn, familiar trail. Bense underbrush grew beS
tween the tree trunks, limiting my visibility ejcept for the cleared 
path I walked on. My black boots padded on the dirt of the trail as 
I walked in a crouch, head on a swivel as I waited for signs of life in 
the forest. Aoon, I would climb a tree and wait for any unfortunate 
wildlife to walk beneath me. In a moment of light panic, I  felt 
around my pockets and the pack I carried.  2elief washed over 
me when I  felt  the rectangular shape of my book in my pack. 
I’d forgotten to bring a book on a hunt once, and I’d thought I 
might die of boredomD sitting  in a tree for hours, nothing to do 
ejcept wait. 2ustling leaves drew my mind away, and my trained 
eyes scanned the trees for the source of the disturbance. zranches 
cracked as a scrawny brown sxuirrel leapt from the dirt and into 
a tree. I sighed.

Too bony. Nothing to eat.
I let the hungry sxuirrel continue on his Courney and resumed 

my pace through the brush. E spring breeHe rustled through the 
leaves of the large trees, and I turned my head up. Wlosing my eyes, 
I breathed deeply and calmed my mind. Es the wind died down, 
I heard a crack from the shrubs. Then another.

Swish, thump.
Swish, thump.
E rabbit.  Wrouching  and passing my bow to my left  hand, 

I  scanned the brush for my target.  I  stood stoneSstill,  hoping 
my deep green dress camouKaged me, and waited patiently for 
movement.
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E soft brown head emerged from behind the underbrush. The 
rabbit’s ears were long and pointed, con-rming that he was full 
grown and ready to eat. 

There you are. 
In a swift, directed movement, I Kung my right hand forward, 

as if I was throwing a knife. E slice of wind as sharp and deadly as 
a raHorblade raced through the air, silent as death. E sxuelching 
noise emanated from the brush, signaling that I hit my mark. I 
paused for a moment, relieved at the instant kill. My aim hadn’t 
always been so accurate, and there were many occasions where an 
unlucky animal lost a limb or two before its misery ended. Ahaking 
my braid over my shoulder, I stood from my crouch and made sure 
to bloody one of my arrows before reSsheathing it. The rabbit’s fur 
was warm and soft against my -ngers as I lifted it up and secured 
it to my vest.

For most  of  my life,  I“d  considered my windblade a  curse. 
The Akylords would  ejecute me if they discovered it, so I’d been 
determined never to use it. It took years of hunger, and witnessing 
others  su”er,  to decide to hunt with it.  It  was very useful  in 
keeping the inn stocked with protein for malnourished families, 
though I hated keeping it a secret from Revick. 

He risked his life and stole for you, and you won’t tell him about 
your windblade? How can you call yourself a friend?

Bistracted by my guilty thoughts, I wandered further into the forS
est. It wasn’t long before I encountered a very familiar oak tree rooted 
across an intricate iron fence. The tree’s trunk was thick and old, and 
its branches were strong. 'ne of those sturdy branches Cutted out  over 
the fence, hanging over the neighboring property. Amiling to myself, I 
climbed the tree with pure muscle memory, and stood upright on that 
thick, Cutting branch. Then I began walking until I was nearly over 
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the fence. Oowever, someone interrupted my mission before I could 
-nish it.

5Trespassing is illegal, you know.? E level voice spoke through the 
thicket on the other side of the fence. Erturian Yjley stepped out 
from behind a tree and approached me. Ois long, dark hair and taiS
lored black attire accentuated his sharp Cawline and high cheekbones, 
making him the subCect of admiration among Friesian women since 
adulthood.

I resumed my walk along the branch until I was  on the other side 
of the fence and sat down to hang my legs o” of the overhanging limb. 
5Technically, I’m not on your property. This tree’s trunk is on the 
other side of the fence,? I smiled, kicking my legs in taunt as I played 
with my long, dark blonde braid hanging over my shoulder. 5If you 
think you can reach me, I’d like to see you try. Nou might get your shiny 
boots dirty, though.?

Erturian walked closer to the fence and stopped  under my feet as 
they dangled above him. 5If I were only a bit taller, I could Cust pull 
you down,? his voice was smooth as velvet as he reached one hand up 
to try to touch my boot. 5zut I suppose if you fell, neither of us would 
walk away unscathed...?

Oe began pacing back and forth beneath me, scratching his chin 
and feigning deep thought. 5I could toss a rope around you and pull 
you down, but I’d have to walk back to the stable to -nd one, and you’d 
have run o” by then. BiJcult, diJcult...? 

My grin grew wider as he put on his little performance for me. Oe 
looked markedly out of place in a forest6his clothing was immaculate 
and his hair wellSkept. Ois con-dence and magnetism were undeniS
able, even to a girl who’d known him since childhood. I suppressed 
my distracting thoughts before they ran away with me. Oe was from 
a completely di”erent world.
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Finally, he stopped pacing and looked up at me. 53hy don’t you 
save me from sullying my boots in my attempts to pull you from that 
treeU !ump down, I’ll catch you.? Oe looked up at me, a smile on the 
edge of his mouth. 5I have tea at the stable.?

I sighed6tea sounded very relajing. 5I wish I could, but I should 
 get back to hunting. Revick was able to help a little yesterday, but we’re 
still running low at the inn,? I said, noticing a Kash of disappointment 
on his face before his composed Yjley visage took over once again.

E strained silence sat between us. I knew Erturian wanted to help 
me with our problems at the inn, but he couldn’t risk his father 
-nding out. The Yjleys dealt only through a line of credit, so his 
father could easily trace and discover anything he bought. If he did, 
it would  end our friendships and could put us in danger. Eugustus 
Yjley didn’t tolerate any level of mingling amongst the classes, and 
I was as far from nobility as a Friesian citiHen could get. The risk of 
ejposure was too great, so I understood why he couldn’t contribute.  

'nce, years ago, Erturian snuck a bushel of apples out of the manS
sion’s pantry and gave it to the inn. Its absence was noticed, resulting 
in a kitchen sta” member being accused of theft and  disciplined. Efter 
that, he’d sworn to never do it again. I suspected he still felt guilt over 
it. 

I -nally broke the silence.
5Erturian, you don’t need to feel guilty. I know you’d help if you 

could, but there’s nothing you can do,? I said as I leaned over the side 
of the branch.

More silence ensued as Erturian continued to stare at the blooming 
trees across the fence. I wished I knew what he was thinking. YventuS
ally, he looked up at me, his mouth twitching at the corner. 5Thanks 
for saying that, Francie. I don’t think Revick believes it, though.?
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zrows furrowed, I cocked my head. I’d assumed they were always 
on good terms6they saw each other more often than they saw me. 
5Oe thinks of you as a brother, Erturian... I’m sure he understands. 
Oe goes to you for advice far more often than he comes to me.? 

I was uncomfortable with the idea of any division between them. 
Revick was the constant in our friendship. Oe was like the glue that 
kept us all together. 

Erturian’s eyes shot to mine, as if my statement surprised him. 
Oowever, he  straightened his Cacket and gave me a small, knowing 
smile. 5I doubt that. zut thank you, Francie.? Oe turned as if to walk 
back home, but  stopped short. Oe pivoted back, stormy blue eyes 
locking on mine. 5I’ll see you nejt week, for my birthdayU? he asked. 

For a few years in a row, Revick and I had taken Erturian out to 
a portSside pub for his birthday. It was risky, and he had to disguise 
himself, but it was worth it. 

Oe tilted his head  as he waited for my answer. I couldn’t stop the 
heat from rising in my cheeks as he looked at me.

Has he always looked at me like that?
Efter composing myself, I stood up on the branch, prompting 

Erturian to visibly cringe in concern. 
5I wouldn’t miss it.? 
3ith that, I began walking back over the fence, my dress brushing 

around my calves. 58oodbye,? I called out behind me.
I barely heard his response. 59ntil then.? 

5I’m back…? I called as I walked through the old wooden door to the 
inn. It creaked with e”ort as I stepped over the threshold, brushing my 
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boots against the doormat on the Koor. 2eceiving only silence for 
an answer, I assumed Wrysta and Revick were out.

3ith no customers yet, the morning provided a tranxuil work 
setting. I brought my three rabbits through the hallway and into 
the inn’s large kitchen and placed them in a deep basin. E small 
window illuminated the room, walled with dark wooden boards 
and bare of decoration. E small bunch of blue wildKowers sat in 
a glass of water on the kitchen windowsill, bringing a smile to my 
face. I always loved when Revick put Kowers in the kitchen. Faint 
footsteps could be heard coming from upstairs as a guest paced 
back and forth. I found solace in the familiar kitchen tasks6it was 
a place to xuiet my mind and focus on the work before me. 

9sing a knife, I  skinned the rabbits, then put the blade down. 
I glanced over my shoulder , making sure no curious eyes watched 
me. 'nce I was sure I was alone, I used my windblade to make 
rough cuts to prep the rabbits for cooking. I  severed their legs 
from their bodies,  attempting to cut along the Coints as closely 
as possible. I usually avoided using my windblade indoors, but I 
found that the practice had helped hone my skills  and control. 
It was diJcult to control the velocity of a windblade6it always 
seemed to want to shoot  through the air at impossible speeds. I’d 
been challenging myself  to slow down and attempt to wield it 
rather than throw it. It was diJcult, but I was making progress. 

I was removing the rabbits’ entrails when Revick walked in. I 
waved at him with a -st full of intestines, unintentionally sending 
drops of blood Kying.

Oe laughed through a  comically  disgusted ejpression,  his 
freckled cheeks pulling up to ejpose a handsome, dimpled smile. 
5Auccessful huntU? he asked as he walked over to see my work.
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5;ot bad at  all.?  I  gestured to the various cuts  of  meat in 
the basin. 5Three6and they’re pretty fat, too. Rooks delicious, 
rightU? I pinched one of the rabbits’  legs between my bloodied 
-ngers and brought it  up to eye level.  I  teased him by  inching 
the raw meat closer to Revick’s face, but he stood completely still, 
wearing his best cool ejpression.

5Nou’re pretty con-dent today, Rev.? I brought it closer until 
it was mere inches from his face. 

Oe didn’t even Kinch6a daring look danced in his eyes. 5Nou 
wouldn’t,? his voice was -rm with con-dence. 

I raised my eyebrows in challenge. I was about to test his resolve 
when he said, 5There’s no way you’d risk dropping that perfectly 
good meat by smashing it into my face.?

3e stood and stared for a few long moments,  searching for 
weakness  in each other’s  eyes.  E gloating smile  tugged at  the 
corner of Revick’s mouth as he watched me weigh the risks. Ois 
dark green eyes shone with selfSassurance.

He’s right. This is a great leg.
I groaned in mock frustration. 5I know when I’m beaten. Nou 

know me too well, Revick.? I returned to dressing the rabbits.
Oe scooted closer as he leaned against the counter. 5It’s funny 

you should say that, Francie, because lately I feel like I don’t know 
you well enough.? 

I froHe, my heart in my throat.
What was that tone?
Did he see me use the blade?
53hat do you meanU? I asked casually, despite my racing heart.
Oe leaned in over  my shoulder.  53ell,  according to a  very 

reliableSseeming older fellow, you worked at some nobleman’s 
country estate twenty years ago. Riving a double life, are weU? 



TOY 3I;B 'F 3ERLY2A E;B zREBYA qG

I glanced up at him, and to my in-nite relief, he was smiling mockS
ingly at me. 

Oh, thank Echna. He doesn’t know.
I breathed a subtle sigh of relief and laughed. 5Nou caught me… Nes, 

I remember working there before I was born.? En awkward laugh 
escaped my lips.

Oe sighed, watching me -nish my work in the basin and wash my 
hands. I could tell he was observing meH studying me. 

Brying  my hands  o”,  I  addressed  him directly  and hoped I 
wouldn“t regret it. 53hat’s wrong, RevU I can tell something is bothS
ering you.?

Oe stood for a moment, thoughtfully looking at his shoes. Finally, 
he met my eyes. 53e should go see Erturian soon. Oe seemed a little 
down the last time I saw him.? 

I had a feeling that wasn’t what he had Cust been thinking about, 
but I let it go.

5I saw him today while I was hunting and he seemed alright. ElS
though, I suppose he was in want of company,? I settled against the 
counter nejt to Revick.

53hat makes you think thatU? he asked, sti”ening a bit.
5Oe invited me to tea in the stables,? I replied, only Cust noticing the 

peculiarity of the invitation. It was rare for Erturian and me to spend 
time together without Revick. Oe was always there. I never thought 
too much of it, but it was consistent enough that it became normal 
for us. 

5Bid heU? Revick began grabbing blades of grass from his pocket 
and  pulling them apart . Ois messy brown hair hung by his sunSkissed 
face, partially obscuring his eyes.

Oe was retreating into himself. 5It’s his birthday nejt week. 3e’ll 
see him then. Erturian’s birthday is always a riot.? 
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Revick looked up at me, an ejcited smile forming on his face. It was 
true. Erturian’s birthday was consistently the most fun of all of ours. 
5Neah, that’s true.? 

I patted his arm. 5Wome on, let’s get to work. I have three rooms I 
need to clean out, and I could use some help,? I said as I slipped o” my 
apron. 

53hatever you desire, Jueen of the Inn,? Revick Coked from beS
hind me as we made our way to the rooms. I smiled to myself, and 
counted myself lucky to have friends like mine. 


