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PROLOGUE

THE SCORCHING TRUTH

T he world burned. It wasn't an inferno or a blaze but an intense 
heat that drastically changed the planet. The textbooks say that 

Earth was once a lush, thriving world. But that's not what Inferna has 
become. Here, survival is measured in drops of water.

It wasn’t always like this. There was a time when Inferna, once 
called Earth, had seasons, oceans, and clouds that carried what the 
textbooks call rain. But that was before humanity turned its back on 
the planet's basic needs. Greed bled it dry. Factories rose higher than 
mountains, forests fell to concrete, and the atmosphere choked on its 
own fumes. They called it progress.

The warning signs came—drought here, ice caps melting there. But 
no one listened—not until the Great Ignition. According to our el-
ders, no one knew for certain what triggered it—a chain reaction in the 
atmosphere, some catastrophic industrial accident, chemical warfare, 
or simply the Earth reaching its breaking point. The sun became a cru-
el tyrant, and the heat consumed everything. Crops withered, rivers 
evaporated, and the cities that once stood tall and proud collapsed.

Nations fell as the planet burned. Borders and feuds became mean-
ingless when the world turned to ash. Some 1ed underground, digging 
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into the planet's crust, searching for coolness. Uthers stayed above, 
scavenging what they could from the ruins of humanity’s selVshness. 
But the lucky ones—well, the wealthy ones—were the ones who built 
the domes.

The Haven Network was humanity’s answer to extinction. Oomes 
of reinforced glass and steel rose from the scorched Earth, each a 
self-contained ecosystem designed to protect its inhabitants from the 
sun’s wrath. Inside, life continued for the wealthy and powerful. They 
divided the domes by purposeP Kerdanix grew the food, Ignis Forge 
manufactured weapons, and Solaris qrime ruled them all. The Syndi-
cate, an alliance of the wealthiest families, took control of the domes, 
creating a new world government where wealth was survival.

Uutside the domes, the world became a dry wasteland. The air 
shimmered with heat, and the ground cracked like an ancient, dry 
riverbed. Those who couldn’t buy their way into the domes were 
cast out to die under the blistering sun. But humans are stubborn 
creatures. They adapted. Some burrowed deep into caves and created 
their new humanity. Uthers weren’t so lucky. The intense heat twisted 
their bodies, merging man and beast into feral monsters that roamed 
the Barrens.

This was the world 2ael Solaryn was born into. Not the lush and 
thriving world called Earth. But the new world of Inferna, a world of 
scorching sun and lies. From his earliest memories, he knew he didn’t 
Luite belong. Not in the Syndicate halls with their polished 1oors and 
fake smiles. Not among the nobles who whispered behind his back, 
calling him the king’s bastard. But he had a roof over his head and 
food in his stomach, privileges many in Inferna would kill for. It was 
enough—or so he told himself.
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But even within the domes, the cracks were showing. The Syndi-
cate’s power wasn’t as great as it seemed. 9hispers of a rebellion grew 
louder with each passing year. Fuel trucks vanished, and crops went 
missing. The Keiled—those cast out but refused to die—were rising 
in numbers and strength. Their ability to adapt to the Barrens' heat 
gave them a uniLue advantage over The Haven Network.

Beneath the domes, beneath the polished steel and the manufac-
tured skies, a di:erent kind of heat was building. It wasn’t the sun. It 
was the truth. And the truth, once exposed, would scorch everything 
in its path.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE SOLARYN LEGACY

T he air inside Solaris Prime always felt fake to me. It carried the 
faint hum of machinery, a constant reminder that everything 

around us—every breath, every piece of food—was manufactured. No 
one acknowledged it, of course. To the people here, the Dome was 
paradise. To me, it was a cage.

The banquet hall was no exception. It was a large room with per-
fect Coors and walls. Hollums and artwork stretched out with a glass 
painting of the founders of the Eaven Network. I found it funny how 
its vaulted ceilings were painted with scenes of rolling green zelds and 
blue oceans—the way Inferna was when it was still called 'arth, or 
so they claimed. Hrystal chandeliers hung like froLen stars, throwing 
fractured light across murals of an impossible past. 'very inch of the 
room was designed to remind us of what we had lost and what we had 
built to replace it.

I stood at the edge of the hall, in enough to be included but far 
enough that I could be mistaken for a shadow. The obnoxious laugh-
ter and chatter of the Syndicatejs elites zlled the air, as fake as the 
paintings above us. 4ords and ladies draped in silks with Bewels moved 
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through the room. Their conversations were zlled with calculated 
words, each a delusional thought or a promise with strings attached.

I tugged at the stiQ collar of my black tunic, wishing I could disap-
pear into the shadows surrounding me. It wasnjt the annual banquet 
that annoyed me—it was the people. They were masters of the game, 
moving the playing pieces in every which way to benezt the top one 
percent of the top one percent. Rnd I was the outlier, the bastard son 
of ?ing Rlric Solaryn.

Y?ael.Y
Eer voice had a way of making the hairs on the back of my neck 

stand up. Mueen 4yra approached, her emerald gown Cowing like 
liquid poison. She was beautiful in how a venomous cobra stood and 
swayed its hooded head back and forth, mesmeriLing yet terrifying.

Y4urking in the shadows again, I see,Y she said, stopping a step too 
close. Eer lips curved into a forced smile. YItjs becoming a habit, isnjt 
itFY

YI znd the shadows less crowded, 5our OaBesty.Y
Y4ess crowded or less scrutiniLedFY
I nodded as she stepped closer, and her voice became a whisper. 

Y5ou know, itjs strange. Wor all the kingjs strengths, hejs always had that 
one weakness... erasing his mistakes.Y

Uefore  I  could  respond,  two  more  zgures  appeared  behind 
her—Tarin and 'dric, her sons, my stepbrothers. Tarin was the older 
of the two. Eis dark hair was slicked back with some sort of oil for hair 
that he continuously requested from the Ignes Worge Dome.

Y?ael,Y Tarin said, his smirk widening as he approached. YI thought 
I saw you hiding back there.Y

YI prefer observing to performing.Y

6



UVRND’N V’EVURGKE

Tarin chuckled and nudged 'dric. Y’bservingF 4ike when you ob-
served your mother getting killed by the Weralkind out in the UarrensFY

YHareful, brother,Y 'dric said. YEe might be one of them, or maybe 
hejs a spy with the "eiled freaks.Y

I clenched my zsts behind my back and used every restraint to 
remain silent. 5ears ago, I learned not to show any emotion to them, 
or they would use it against me.

Y'nough.Y
The voice belonged to Haptain Daris ’rven, the kingjs top guard. 

Ee was also one of the only people in this prison who treated me 
equally. 4ines of experience and battle scars outside the Dome marked 
his weathered face. Eis sharp eyes Cicked over Tarin and 'dric with 
disapproval.

Y5our father expects you at his side,Y Daris told Tarin. YI suggest you 
donjt keep him waiting.Y

Y’f course, Haptain. 7e wouldnjt want to disappoint.Y Ee turned 
back to me, his smile returning. Y'nBoy the shadows, ?ael. Itjs where 
you belong.Y

They left, their laughter fading into the noise of the banquet.
Daris watched them go before turning to me. Y5ou shouldnjt let 

them get to you.Y
Y'asier said than done,Y I muttered.
Ee raised an eyebrow. Y5oujre smarter than they are. Gse it.Y
Y7hatjs the pointFY
YThe point is you are the rightful heir to the throne, and once your 

father is gone, you will be the ruler over these fake, snot-nosed brats.Y
YNot unless they kill me zrst.Y
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Ee gave me a look, the same look he gave to me when hejd catch 
me trying to escape the Dome or asking too many questions about my 
birth mother. Ee had taught me so much about the real world outside 
these fake walls but refused to tell me about my mother.

The Syndicatejs power was on full display, each lord and lady rep-
resenting a piece of the machine that kept the Eaven Network alive.

4ady "erdanix, leader of the Rgricultural Dome, is in her emerald 
gown, matching the deep green of the zelds her Dome cultivated. 
Next to her was 4ord Hryovek, whose family controlled the genetic 
archives in Hryostone. Eis hair was so white it could”ve been mistaken 
for frost. Their whispers were barely loud enough to hear, but their 
gestures toward my father told me everything I needed to know.

The representatives from Ignis Worge were more challenging to 
miss, their rough manners clashing with the rezned elegance of the 
banquet. Their leader, a scarred man whose name I didnjt know, raised 
a goblet toward Tiber in a gesture that seemed like submission with a 
hint of respect.

Rnd then there was Tiber himself, seated not far from the raised 
platform where my father sat. Eis crimson robes shimmered under 
the chandeliers, and his sharp features carried the conzdence of a man 
who knew exactly how much power he held. Tiber was my fatherjs 
most trusted ally in keeping this machine running, but I never fully 
trusted him.

I watched as he leaned toward 4yra, their heads close, their con-
versation Bust out of earshot. 7hatever they were discussing, it wasnjt 
casual. Tiber had sweat running down his face, and 4yrajs face looked 
like it had Bust seen a Weralkind.
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Tiberjs eyes glanced in my direction as I quickly looked away. Oy 
fatherjs ancestors had built this world, an illusion of unity held to-
gether by fragile alliances and buried secrets. In it, the rich got to live 
in paradise while the poor were cast out into the Uarrens to survive or 
die. Rnd this blood that Cows through my veins is a reminder that I 
am a descendant of unBust rulers who killed millions of people simply 
based on their wealth.

Sometimes, I wondered what my life would have been like outside 
the Dome. 7ould I have been better oQ in the UarrensF ’r would I 
have simply died sooner, consumed by the heatF I sometimes fanta-
siLed that my mother was still out there, a zerce warrior with the "eiled 
or maybe a leader of a world we had never heard of. Uut then, my mind 
asked the question, if she was still alive, why would she leave meF

I shook the thought away. It didnjt matter. This was my reality, 
whether I belonged here or not.

The banquet hall buLLed with conversations and whispers. ’n the 
surface, the Syndicate lords and ladies looked like a unized govern-
ment with their civiliLed manners and coordinated wardrobes. Uut 
I knew better. Ueneath the veil, this room was a den of snakes, each 
waiting for their moment to strike.

I stayed in my corner of the room, keeping to the safety of the 
shadows as I watched. The Syndicatejs hierarchy wasnjt Bust wealth 
or power but also perception. 'very smile, every raised goblet, every 
whispered word was a calculated move in a never-ending game for 
power. Rnd tonight was no exception. Daris had told me there were 
whispers of an uprising against my father over the last few months. Oy 
father didnjt believe it, but Daris had spies all over the Eaven Network, 
and they had never led him astray. 
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Y7hat  are  you looking  atFY  Darisjs  voice  broke  through my 
thoughts.

I turned to znd him standing beside me, his weathered face creased 
with the same wary expression he always wore in these halls. Ee fol-
lowed my gaLe toward Tiber and the Ignis Worge leader.

YTiberjs been busy,Y I said quietly.
YDid I ever tell you that I had a brotherF.Y
YNo,9 I said in shock.
15es, he was a timid and curious kid quite like yourself. Rnyway, 

one day, he was a little too curious and got into trouble. Wrom then on, 
I stayed in my lane and did what I should because I was scared I would 
get into trouble like my brother. Eowever, I now see that maybe my 
brother was right0 maybe we should question some things happening 
around us.9

1Do you think my father knows what”s going onF9
Daris didnjt answer right away. Eis gaLe lingered on Tiber, then 

shifted to the raised platform where ?ing Rlric sat, his posture as 
commanding as ever. Y5our father sees more than people give him 
credit for. Uut even a king canjt zght a war alone, ?ael.Y

Oy father had spent years trying to hold this fragile world together. 
It was a daily struggle to balance the needs of all the Domes in the 
network. Strikes for more pay and "eiled raids on our crops and fuel 
had taken a toll on my father. Daris told me that kings would execute 
anyone who stood up against the Syndicate in previous reigns, but my 
father was not so ruthless.

Y7hat are they talking aboutFY I asked, gesturing towards Tiber and 
the queen.

YNothing good.Y
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I looked at my father, seated on the platform with the Syndicatejs 
most powerful lords. Ee looked calm, even commanding, but I could 
see the tension in his shoulders, the subtle lines of weariness around 
his eyes.

Wor most of my life, I had seen my father as unshakable. Ee was the 
king, the leader of the Eaven Network, the man who had kept us alive 
when the world outside had turned to ash. Uut tonight, for the zrst 
time, I saw something else. I saw a man zghting a battle he was starting 
to lose.

Rnd yet, I was powerless to stop it. I was a shadow, a bastard, 
an afterthought. I wasnjt a warrior or a strategist. I was Bust a boy 
pretending to belong in a world that would never accept me.

Daris placed a hand on my shoulder, his grip zrm. Y?eep your head 
down tonight,Y he said quietly.

I nodded, swallowing the knot in my throat.
The banquet hall echoed with applause and cheers as ?ing Rlric 

approached the podium and raised his goblet.
YOy friends, allies, and visionaries,Y my father began. Y7e gath-

er tonight to celebrate our survival and honor the bonds that have 
kept the Eaven Network the strongest force throughout Inferna. The 
Domes are thriving, and production is at a height we had never seen 
before. Rnd though the sun may scorch the land outside, together, in 
here, we endure. Together, we prosper.Y

The crowd responded with a roar of applause and agreeance. Oy 
fatherjs words were the truth. Despite immense pressures and threats 
from Inferna, he kept this community alive and thriving.

Rcross the room, Tiberjs goblet hung loosely in his hand, his crim-
son robes pooling like blood against the chair. The queen leaned 
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toward him, whispering something that made his lips twitch into the 
faintest smiles. 

Rs the applause faded, my father lowered his goblet and gestured 
toward the gathered Syndicate. YTonight, we toast not only to our 
achievements but to our future. The Eaven Network has withstood 
attacks from the Weralkind, the "eiled, and even the sun, but they 
have never and will never destroy us. Together, we will see this world 
through its darkest days.Y

YVaise your drinks with me.Y Ee lifted his goblet again. Rround the 
hall, the lords and ladies followed suit0 their crystal glasses glistened 
in the light throughout the hall. I watched as my father took a sip as 
others did the same.

Rnd then it happened.
It started with a slight hesitation—a falter in his hand loosened its 

grip on the goblet. Eis expression shifted, the excitement draining 
from his face as his brow quivered in confusion. R sharp cough es-
caped his throat, followed by another, harsher this time.

Oy heart stopped as he stumbled back and pressed his zngers 
around his throat. The hall gasped in confusion and fear.

YWatherFY I called, my voice breaking as I stepped forward.
The goblet slipped from his grasp, hovering in the air for what 

seemed like forever before it shattered against the polished Coor. Woam 
bubbled at the corners of his mouth, and his skin changed to green and 
purple hues.

YEelp him3Y I shouted and rushed to the platform as everyone else 
stood still.
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I reached him Bust as his knees buckled, catching his weight as he 
collapsed against me. Eis breaths came in ragged gasps, each more 
desperate than the last.

Y?ael,Y he rasped.
Uefore I could respond, movement from the corner of my eye 

caught my attention. Tiber rose from his seat, his crimson robes trail-
ing behind him as he stepped onto the platform.

Y7hy is no one helping himFY I begged.
YTragic,Y Tiber said, Cashing me a faint smirk before addressing the 

banquet hall. Y7e have a traitor amongst us.Y
YWor the good of our people, we must act decisively. Rs ?ing Rlricjs 

most trusted ally, it falls to me to ensure stability during this time of 
uncertainty.Y

Oy fatherjs grip lessened as I squeeLed it tighter. R rogue tear 
dropped from my eye, dripping onto his chest.

The room erupted with fear and confusion. Tiber raised a hand and 
silenced the crowd. YUow to me,Y he commanded. YPledge your loyalty 
to the future of the Eaven Network, or face the consequences.Y

Rt that moment, the guards around the hall stepped forward, their 
weapons drawn and aimed at the crowd. The message was clearJ com-
pliance or death.

Mueen 4yra was the zrst to step forward, bowing to Tiber while my 
father, her husband, lay beside them, his life draining from his body.

’ne by one, the Syndicate lords and ladies began to kneel. 'ven 
those who had once stood dezant now lowered their heads0 their fear 
outweighed their pride.

YI wonjt bow to a treasonous coward3Y one of the leaders of the 
Hryostone Dome called out.
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Y4et me show the rest of you how our ancestors did things,Y Tiber 
said. 

7ith one shot, the man was gone. The rest of the room knelt before 
Tiber and the Mueen.

Darisjs hand gripped my shoulder, pulling me from my spiral of 
despair. Y7e have to go,Y he said, his voice low but zrm. YNow.Y

YI canjt Bust leave him,Y I protested.
Oy father used the last bit of strength in his body to raise his hand 

and grabbed my face. Ulood spewed from his mouth as he mustered 
enough energy to speak his last words.

YWind 'rya,Y he begged, blood escaping his mouth as he fumbled 
through his znal words. 1The Sunscorched Prophecy.9

YTake the bastard and Haptain Daris to the cells,Y Tiber demanded 
as the guards moved towards us.

YOove,Y Daris snapped.
Veluctantly, I let him pull me to my feet0 the weight of my fatherjs 

last moments clung to me like a shroud.
The banquet hall fell into chaos behind us, and Tiberjs voice, com-

manding obedience with a few gunshots, echoed around us. Daris 
didnjt let go of my arm as he dragged me through the winding hall-
ways. Oy legs moved on instinct, but my mind was still on the plat-
form—on my fatherjs lifeless body.

Y?eep moving,Y Daris said. Y7e donjt have time for hesitation.Y
The hallway beyond the banquet hall was dimly lit, the faint hum of 

the Domejs machinery vibrating through the walls. It felt colder here0 
the artizcial warmth of the banquet was long gone. Oy heart pounded 
in my chest, each beat a reminder of what had Bust happened.

Y7e have to reach the tunnels before they lock the exits.Y
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YTunnelsFY Oy voice came out hoarse, strained. Y7hat tunnelsFY
Daris didnjt answer right away. Ee pulled me around a corner and 

then pressed his hand on a corner of my fatherjs painting. The wall 
holding the painting opened a secret passage I had never seen before. 
The walls inside were bare, the air thicker and zlled with the faint smell 
of oil.

Y5our father had them built years ago,Y Daris said znally. Y'mer-
gency escape routes for times like this. Ee knew something like this 
could happen again after your mother.Y

Y7hat happened to my motherFY
YThe Syndicate 'lites discovered that your father had a bastard 

child and forced him to exile your mother to the Uarrens, or they 
would have you killed. 5our father chose you over her.Y

I stumbled over the uneven Coor, the weight of his words pressed 
against me. Oy father had chosen me, his bastard son, and exiled my 
mother. Eejd known the Syndicate wasnjt as united as it appeared, 
that his throne was built on lies. Rnd yet, hejd stayed, trying to hold it 
all together.

Y7hy are you telling me this nowFY
YShejs still alive, ?ael. Wind the "eiled, znd 'rya.Y
7e reached an unmarked door at the end of the passage, its edges 

rusted from years of neglect. Daris pulled a small lever on the wall. The 
lock clicked open, and the door groaned on its hinges as if it hadnjt 
been opened in years.

The air was heavy and hot, and the space beyond was darker than I 
expected. Pipes and conduits lined the walls, their surfaces slick with 
condensation. The faint hum of machinery was louder here, a con-
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stant reminder that Solaris Prime was nothing more than a machine 
that hid its contents from the outside world.

YStay close,Y Daris said, stepping into the tunnel. Eis hand never 
left the hilt of his sword. Y7e donjt know who—or what—might be 
down here.Y

I hesitated at the threshold0 we canjt Bust leave him.Y
Y5our father is gone, ?ael. Staying behind wonjt change that. Uut 

if you donjt survive, his death will mean nothing.Y
The door closed behind us with a metallic clang, cutting oQ the 

sounds of the Dome above. Wor the zrst time in my life, I was truly 
leaving Solaris Prime—and it felt like I was leaving behind everything 
Ijd ever known.

7e moved quickly through the tunnels. 7ith every step, the air 
around us got heavier and hotter. Oy breaths came in shallow bursts0 
my mind raced with questions I didnjt dare voice. Uehind us, the faint 
sound of metal doors being opened and footsteps echoed through the 
passage.

YTheyjre coming,Y I whispered.
Y7ejre almost there. Must keep moving.Y
The sound grew louder and closer until I heard the guardsj shouts. 

Tiber had sent them after us and wasnjt content to take the throne0 he 
wanted to erase any threat to his claim.

Daris slowed as we approached a split. Ee drew his sword in one 
motion, the blade reCecting faintly in the low light.

Y?ael, listen to me,Y he said, his voice steady despite the tension in 
his eyes. YTherejs an exit ahead, about zfty paces down the left tunnel. 
5ou take it and keep running, no matter what happens.Y

Y7hat about youFY I asked, my stomach twisting.
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YIjll hold them oQ,Y he said simply. Y5oujre what matters now. 5our 
fatherjs legacy depends on you.Y

YNo,Y I said, shaking my head. YIjm not leaving you—Y
Y5ou donjt have a choice3 5oujre the heir, ?ael. They wonjt stop 

until youjre dead. Now go.Y
Ee grabbed an old, dusty bookbag from a shelf, like it had been 

hidden years ago, and placed it on my shoulders. Ee stared at me 
brieCy. Eis eyes radiated with love and guilt.

Uefore I could argue further, Daris pushed me toward the left 
tunnel. Ee nodded at me before turning to face the wrath of Tiber. I 
stumbled forward, my heart pounding as his voice echoed behind me.

YOove, ?ael3Y
I ran. 
I ran harder and faster than I ever had before. Wlashes of my fatherjs 

face played over and over in my mind. The sounds of steel clashing and 
shouts faded as I put distance between us. The tunnel seemed endless 
as I ran toward a future I didnjt understand, a destiny I didnjt want.

I znally reached the end, a door similar to the previous one. I pulled 
down on the stiQ lever as hard as possible and pushed the rusted metal 
open. I hesitated momentarily0 every bone in my body wanted to help 
Daris, but I couldnjt let Tiber get away with this. 

7ith a deep breath, I stepped into the Uarrens.
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CHAPTER TWO

INTO THE BARRENS

T he heat was the rist thngI o gctndep wheg o steuuep thic.Ih 
the pccim ot hnt le knye a uhbsndak ;kcwf the ani was sc pib that nt 

Fekt knye nt was tibngI tc steak the lcnst.ie Ficl lb k.gIsm ,ci the rist 
tnle ng lb knFe— o was .gpei a ieak sybDgct the aitnrdnak Scle that 
lnlndyep the seiege ;k.e synes cF Pckains 'inlem ogFeigaxs s.g was ag 
ngtegse ;akk cF heat— a ;kngpngI evuagse stietdhngI FcieMeim

o st.l;kep Fciwaip— agp the Iic.gp ;egeath lb ;ccts di.l;kepm 
Pagpm o hap ieap a;c.t nt ng ;ccys— ;.t gcge cF the pesdinutncgs hap 
uieuaiep le Fci the wab nt shnFtep .gpeiFcct— rge Iiangs rgpngI theni 
wab ngtc eMeib dieMnde cF lb ;cctsm The ani daiinep the shaiu sdegt 
cF sdcidhep eaith lnvep wnth sclethngI letakknd agp ;ntteim ot was 
gcthngI knye the steinke— rkteiep ani cF Pckains 'inlem

-b hagps shccy as o kcweiep the heaMb pcci ;ehngp le— the letak:
knd dkagI edhcngI ngtc the Mast elutngessm -b keIs Fekt weay— the apieg:
aknge Ficl the esdaue piangngI c.t cF lem Sainsxs Mcnde stnkk edhcep" 
YKc.xie the heni— 1aekm Theb wcgxt stcu .gtnk bc.xie peapmY o swakkcwep 
haip— u.shngI the thc.Iht awabm o dc.kpgxt a3cip tc ;ieay pcwgDgct 
heie— gct gcwm
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o z.st  stccp theie lclegtainkb—  the egcilntb cF the Aaiiegs 
stietdhngI c.t ;eFcie lem NckkngI p.ges cF sagp stccp ng the pnstagdem 
qhat knttke MeIetatncg ielangep was shinMekep agp dckcikess— dkngIngI 
tc knFe ng a wcikp that hap kcgI sngde a;agpcgep ntm The hcinEcg 
shnlleiep wnth heat waMes— pnstcitngI the pnstagt i.ngs cF sti.dt.ies 
o dc.kpgxt 4.nte laye c.tm

o picuuep the ;aI Sains hap InMeg le cgtc the sagp agp sagy tc lb 
ygeesm o tinep tc skcw lb ;ieathngI— ;.t the ngtegse heat thieategep 
tc s.3cdate lem -b Fathei was peapm Sains was knyekb daut.iepDci 
wcisem Ogp o was akcge— ng a wcikp o pnpgxt .gpeistagp— wnth gcthngI 
;.t a dibutnd waigngI" ,ngp Vibam

o steapnep lb tiel;kngI hagps agp u.kkep cueg the ;aIxs Fiabep 
stiausm The peteinciatngI Fa;ind was ic.Ih aIangst lb rgIeism ogsnpe— o 
Fc.gp the rist c;zedt" a letak dbkngpei— nts s.iFade sdiatdhep agp pegt:
epm qheg o cuegep nt— a Fangt snEEke esdauep Ficl the ngsnpe— Fckkcwep 
;b the sdegt cF l.stb wateim o tnuuep nt da.tnc.skb— watdhngI a ;k.e— 
Iek:knye s.;stagde ccEe ngtc lb uaklm ot wasgxt l.dh— ;.t nt wc.kp 
yeeu le aknMe Fci gcwm

The sedcgp ntel was a hccpep dkcay lape Ficl a Fa;ind o pnpgxt 
iedcIgnEem ot Fekt dcck tc the tc.dh— knye a lag.Fadt.iep dcckngI latei:
nakm qheg o piauep nt cMei lb shc.kpeis— the pn3eiegde was nllepnatem 
The s.3cdatngI heat that hap ;eeg s.dyngI the knFe c.t cF le kessegep— 
thc.Ih nt pnpgxt pnsauueai egtniekbm o u.kkep the hccp cMei lb heap— 
agp lb ;cpb telueiat.ie kcweiepm

Hevt— o Fc.gp ag ckp— hagpwintteg gcte— nts epIes bekkcwep wnth 
aIem -b Fatheixs hagpwintngI was .glnstaya;ke— ;ckp— agp Fcilakm o 
.gFckpep nt agp ieMeakep the Falnknai gale at the tcu" Vibam The kettei 
was ;ineF ;.t dkeaiDa scit cF auckcIb gcte Fci whb he pnp what he pnpm 
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5My dear Erya,
I know you can’t possibly forgive me for what I have done, but I did 

it for our son. I want you to know that I will explain this to our son one 
day, and we will find you again. I have decided to name the child Kael, 
after your father. Stay safe, my love.

Alric.”
ot pawgep cg le theg that thns ;adyuady was leagt Fci hei— gct le 

wheg she was evnkep akk thcse beais aIcm A.t sclethngI wegt wicgI— 
agp she geMei Ict the ;aIm Pc— that leags she geMei ieap thns kettei agp 
pcesg?t eMeg ygcw lb galem

The rgak ntel was a hagpI.g— whndh was wcig agp geaikb i.stepm 
Pnv ;.kkets sat ng the dhal;ei— ieapb Fci nts peapkb u.iucsem o t.igep nt 
cMei ng lb hagpsf the wenIht was wenipkb dclFcitngI— InMeg lb d.iiegt 
snt.atncgm o hap geMei hekp a I.g ;eFcie ;.t hap seeg egc.Ih I.aips 
hagpke thel tc .gpeistagp the ;asndsm oIges ,ciIe hap lag.Fadt.iep 
lnkkncgs cF ;.kkets agp weaucgs ng nts knFetnlem Thns I.g kccyep lcie 
ckpDagdnegt— eMegD;.t nt was lb cgkb peFegse c.t heiem

O k.lu Fcilep ng lb thicat as o thc.Iht cF lb Fathei— hns rgak 
lclegts ieukabngI ng lb lngp cMei agp cMei aIangm o ielel;ei hns 
hagp IinuungI lnge agp hns Mcnde hcaise as he sucye thcse kast— FateF.k 
wcips" "Find Erya. Ogp sclethngI a;c.t a Sunscorched Prophecy." Ge 
hap ti.step le wnth sclethngI ;nI— agp o hap gc npea wheie tc ;eIngm

-b IaEe pinFtep tc the hcinEcg— wheie the i.ngs cF the ckp wcikp 
stccp as snkegt wntgesses tc h.lagntbxs pcwgFakkDsti.dt.ies swak:
kcwep ;b the heat agp di.l;kngI sagpm Thns was the wcikp lb Fathei 
hap tinep tc uictedt le Ficl— the wcikp o gcw hap gc dhcnde ;.t tc 
Fadem VMeib ngstngdt .iIep le tc i.g ;ady tc the Scle— tc the saFetb 
cF nts wakks— ;.t theie was gc IcngI ;adyDgct gcw— gct eMeim
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o tccy agcthei snu cF the Iek:knye watei— geaikb MclntngI at nts ;nttei 
tastem ot ;aiekb easep the pibgess ng lb thicat— ;.t nt was egc.Ih tc 
yeeu le lcMngIm o sk.gI the ;aI cMei lb shc.kpei agp icse tc lb 
Feet— lb keIs stnkk tiel;kngIm The s.g ;eat pcwg i.thkesskb— ;.t o Fcidep 
lbsekF tc taye a steu Fciwaip agp theg agctheim

Os o wakyep— o dc.kpgxt heku ;.t wcgpei a;c.t the “enkepDthe 
lbsteinc.s ie;eks o hap heaip the Vkntes sueayngI cF cMei the beaism 
qeie theb saMncis— ci weie theb as pagIeic.s as the Pbgpndate dkanlep7 
Ogp whc was lb lcthei— Viba7 qas she cge cF thel7 O “enkep waiinci 
o hap pabpiealep cF7 Ui was she sclethngI ekse egtniekb7

The sagp stietdhep egpkesskb ng eMeib pniedtncgm Vadh steu was lcie 
dhakkegIngI thag the kastf the Iic.gp dcgtng.c.skb shnFtep ;egeath lb 
;ccts as nF tibngI tc piaI le .gpeim The ani was sc pib that nt seelep 
tc ielcMe the lcnst.ie Ficl lb syng— keaMngI a tnIht— diadyep FeekngI 
cg lb Fadem -b tcgI.e Fekt thndy ng lb lc.th— agp the ;nttei taste cF 
the Iek watei ielangep kcgI aFtei o hap swakkcwep ntm

The i.ngs cg the hcinEcg weie dkcsei gcwm Theni zaIIep snkhc.ettes 
stccp knye ;icyeg teeth aIangst the ;kngpngI sybm N.step ;eals twnstep 
at awywaip agIkes— the ielangs cF agdnegt sti.dt.iesm O Fangt wngp 
daiinep the slekk cF pedab agp letakm

o ua.sep tc datdh lb ;ieathm The dcckngI dkcay was pcngI nts ;est 
tc yeeu le daklm VMeg sc— lb ;cpb wasgxt ;.nkt Fci thnsm VMeib l.sdke 
adhep— agp lb k.gIs ;.igep wnth eMeib nghakem o tnktep tcwaip the syb 
agp s4.ngtep at the s.g a;cMe lem Thns was the ieak s.gDthe sale 
cge that hap sdcidhep the Vaith agp t.igep nt ngtc thns wastekagpm ot 
Fekt knye a di.ek Icp u.gnshngI agb agp akk whc dale ng dcgtadt wnth ntm

,ci beais— o hap piealep cF keaMngI Pckains 'inle— esdaungI the 
stn8ngI wakks cF the Scle agp nts aitnrdnak ueiFedtncgm Hcw— the nicgb 
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wasgxt kcst cg leDo wc.kp haMe InMeg agbthngI tc Ic ;adym Ptnkk— a tngb 
uait cF le— peeu pcwg— thi.st Fciwaipm o geepep tc rgp lb lctheim

o yeut lcMngI— cge skcw— daieF.k steu at a tnlem VMeib lcMelegt 
Fekt knye a rIht wnth lb ;cpbm ot tccy eMeibthngI ng le tc lcMe lb 
Feet thic.Ih the thndy sagpm -b keIs sdiealep tc stcu— ;.t o dc.kpgxtm 
PtcuungI leagt InMngI .u— agp InMngI .u leagt pbngI c.t heie akcgem

-b lngp wagpeiep ;ady tc Pckains 'inle— tc the knFe o hap keFt 
;ehngpm The dcck— dkeag anim The Fccp was akwabs ueiFedtkb ucitncgep 
agp egIngeeiep tc leet c.i ;asnd geepsm The denkngIs weie uangtep wnth 
sdeges cF a wcikp o hap geMei ygcwg— a wcikp cF Iieeg Fciests agp ;k.e 
cdeagsm ot hap akk Fekt Faye tc le— knye a uinscg pnsI.nsep as scle scit cF 
uaiapnsem A.t gcw— ;engI ng the ieakntb cF ogFeiga— o ieaknEep hcw l.dh 
o hap tayeg the Faye uaiapnse Fci Iiagtepm

O I.st cF wngp ;kew adicss the sagp— yndyngI .u rge Iiangs that 
st.gI lb Fade agp dk.gI tc lb syngm o t.igep awab— u.kkngI the hccp cF 
lb dkcay tnIhtei aic.gp lem The wngp daiinep a kcw— IicagngI sc.gpm 
o FicEe— knstegngI ngtegtkbm -b heait uc.gpep ng lb dhestm A.t nt was 
z.st the wngpDci sc o tckp lbsekFm

o saw nt as o Fcidep lb ;cpb tc daiib le cMei a slakk p.gem Ot rist— 
o thc.Iht nt was a lniaIe— ;.t nt was ieakm ot was a takk— letak i.ng cF 
a ;.nkpngI dcMeiep lcstkb ng egpkess sagp— wnth ag cuegngI— ucssn;kb 
wheie a pcci ci wngpcw .sep tc ;em o piaIIep lb keIs tcwaips nt agp 
tccy a peeu ;ieath ;eFcie wakyngI ngtc the paiy— .gawaie cF the i.ngm 

The paiy was .ggeiMngI— ;.t nt was l.dh dcckei ngsnpem -b ygees 
;.dykep— agp o picuuep tc the Iic.gpm o dcgMngdep lbsekF that o 
peseiMep a ;ieaym Pckains 'inle was ;aiekb Mnsn;ke— kettngI le ygcw hcw 
Fai o hap wakyepm
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O stiagIe— tndyngI gcnse edhcep Ficl sclewheie ng the i.ngsm qas 
nt letak twnstngI .gpei the evtiele heat ci sclethngI ekse7 Thatxs 
wheg o saw ntm Ot rist— nt was a pnstagt ;k.i— ;.t as nt eleiIep Ficl 
the ;.nkpngIxs untdh ;kady— o ieaknEep what nt wasm o hap ieap a;c.t the 
,eiakyngp ng lb ;ccysm

The rI.ie st.l;kep tcwaip le— nts heap twntdhngI .ggat.iakkbm 
-b stcladh twnstep as o tccy ng nts stiagIe auueaiagdem ots syng was 
keatheib agp diadyep— stietdhep tnIhtkb cMei a syeketak Fialem ’cgI— 
dkawep rgIeis h.gI at nts snpesm A.t the ebes FicEe le ng ukadeDbekkcw— 
IkcwngI Fangtkbm

o hap heaip cF thel ng whnsueis— stcines uassep aic.gp ;b the 
Sclexs I.aips wheg theb thc.Iht gc cge was knstegngIm ,eiakyngp— 
h.lag s.iMnMcis keFt tc s.iMnMe ng the Aaiiegs— theni ;cpnes twnstep agp 
l.tatep ;b beais cF evucs.ie tc the s.gxs iapnatncgm

The dieat.ie ket c.t a peeu sc.gp ;etweeg a Iicwk agp a wheeEem o 
skcwkb undyep lb ;aI .u agp tccy a steu ;adywaipm O ucitncg cF lb 
;ccy dale tc lngpm Uge di.dnak Fadt a;c.t ,eiakyngp was that theb 
weie ;kngpm Theb ieknep cg theni cthei segses tc rgp uiebm

o skcwkb tccy a steu ;ady agp theg agctheim O s.ppeg diagyngI gcnse 
edhcep aic.gp le— agp ;eFcie o ieaknEep what was hauuegngI— a icue 
that o hap lnstayegkb steuuep cg wiauuep aic.gp lb keI agp u.kkep 
le .u ngtc the anim -b heap skallep cgtc the Iic.gp ;eFcie FcidngI 
le .usnpe pcwgm

'ang s.iIep ngtc lb heap— agp ;kccp pinuuep ngtc a ucck ;ekcw lem 
The dieat.ie sdieedhep agp iag tc the ;kccp:stangep sagpm ots segse 
cF slekk cMeiucweiep ntm -b heap was pnEEb as lcie agp lcie ;kccp 
i.shep tc lb heap— thieategngI tc ygcdy le .gdcgsdnc.sm 
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o ;kngyep seMeiak tnles— tibngI tc dkeai the ;k.is ng lb Mnsncgm The knIht 
Ficl the s.g that hap uneidep thic.Ih the hckes cF the ;.nkpngI was gc 
kcgIei theiem O pnl knIht was akk that dc.kp ;e seeg Ficl the egtiagde 
o dale ng Ficlm HnIhttnle7 o ieaknEep o hap uassep c.tm Aekcw le was 
the dieat.ie— kndyngI .u eMeib picu cF ;kccp ng the sagp as lb heap stnkk 
;kepm

og the Scles— the ladhnges adtep cg ag enIht:hc.i gnIht sdhep.ke 
tc lnlnd gnIhttnle— ;.t Ficl lb ;ccys— o hap keaigep that the gnIhts 
c.tsnpe the Aaiiegs weie shcitei agp ucsep ag nllegse thieat Ficl 
uiepatcis as the telueiat.ies pedkngep sknIhtkbm

-b hagp adtep swnFtkb agp u.kkep the hagpI.g Ficl lb ;aI that 
h.gI Ficl lb ailm o Fcd.sep lb Mnsncg cg the dieat.ie ;ekcw agp 
s4.eeEep the tinIIeim The I.gshct edhcep adicss the Aaiiegs— a shaiu 
diady that segt a zckt thic.Ih lb egtnie ;cpbm The ;.kket lnssep— 
yndyngI .u a uk.le cF sagp z.st tc the dieat.iexs keFtm ot pnpgxt eMeg 
8ngdhm

o riep aIang— thns tnle stinyngI nt ng the ;adym ot kccyep .u at le as 
nF nt dc.kp seem O gcnse edhcep Ficl the shapcws— Fckkcwep ;b agcthei— 
agp theg agctheim AeFcie o ygew nt— the iccl was rkkep wnth ,eiakyngpm 
Theb ;eIag z.lungI at le— ;ntngI— ;.t z.st c.t cF ieadh as o pnp what 
o dc.kp tc pcpIe whnke s.suegpep .usnpe pcwg ng the anim

O ;k.i iag ;b the pnlkb knt pcci— Fckkcwep ;b a reib aiicw that 8ew 
;b le ngtc the hcipem Theb sdiealep ng aIcgb as lcie rie suieap 
aic.gp the icclm O icI.e aiicw shct thic.Ih the icue that h.gI le 
ng the ani— segpngI le diashngI ngtc the sagp ;ekcwm
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YThns wab—Y the ;k.i dakkep c.tm
o z.luep .u agp iag c.t cF the ;.nkpngI as rie dcgs.lep the i.ngs 

;ehngp lem The rI.ie Fcidep le ngtc a layeshnFt Mehndke wnth kaiIe 
tnies— a;ke tc Iknpe adicss the sagpm The egInge icaiep tc knFe— agp we 
suep awab Ficl the i.ngsm

OFtei lclegts— the rI.ie stcuuep ;ehngp scle kaiIe ;c.kpeis agp 
sh.t the egInge c3m

YThagy bc.—Y o sanpm
YPhhmY
o ielangep 4.net Fci hc.is ;eFcie the rI.ie rgakkb t.igep tc lem 

Phe was bc.gI— lab;e lb aIem Phe u.kkep the hccp cF hei dkcay pcwg 
agp ieMeakep the ;ea.tnF.k Feat.ies cF hei Fadem Gei paiy hani was u.kkep 
;ady— ieMeakngI IkcwngI— aklcst lesleinEngI Iieeg ebesm

YKc.xie “enkep7Y o asyep— akieapb ygcwngI the agsweim -b ;ccys 
pesdin;ep the “enkep as haMngI Iieeg ebes— a l.tatncg Ficl theni uic:
kcgIep evucs.ie tc the s.gxs iapnatncgm

Gei dkcthngI was uiadtndak agp wcig— pesnIgep Fci s.iMnMak iathei 
thag auueaiagdem O layeshnFt sdaiF dcMeiep hei gedy— agp hei ails 
weie wiauuep ng Fa;ind tc shnekp thel Ficl the s.gm 

YKc.xie k.dyb o Fc.gp bc.—Y she sanp— hei Mcnde dakl ;.t tngIep wnth 
aggcbagdem Yqhat the hekk aie bc. pcngI c.t heie akcge7Y

o cuegep lb lc.th tc iesucgp— ;.t gc wcips dale c.tm -b heait 
was stnkk iadngI— agp the apiegaknge dc.isep thic.Ih le— keaMngI le 
knIhtheapepm

Phe iansep ag ebe;icw— hei IkcwngI ebes gaiicwngI sknIhtkbm Yqekk7Y
YoDo wasmmmY o stalleiep— rgakkb kessegngI the Iinu o pnpgxt ygcw o 

stnkk hap cg the hagpI.gm Yo pnpgxt haMe a dhcndemY
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Gei IaEe 8ndyep tc the dkcay piauep cMei lb shc.kpeis agp theg 
tc the ;aI sk.gI adicss lb ;adym PclethngI ng hei evuiessncg shnFt:
epDd.incsntb— lab;e— ci s.sundncgm

YKc.xie gct Ficl c.t heie—Y she sanp— lcie a statelegt thag a 4.es:
tncgm Y’et le see bc.i ebesmI

Phe FcideF.kkb Iia;;ep lb Fade— ielcMngI lb hccp agp suieapngI 
lb ebes tc dhedy nt Fci l.tatncgsm

YHc—Y o aplnttep— lb Mcnde ;aiekb a;cMe a whnsueim
Y,nI.iesm Ugkb sclecge Ficl the Scles wc.kp ;e st.unp egc.Ih 

tc wagpei ngtc a ,eiak gestmY
The wngp hcwkep scFtkb aic.gp the ;c.kpeis— daiibngI the Fangt 

sc.gp cF shnFtngI sagps agp the pnstagt dines cF gcdt.igak dieat.iesm 
o sat awywaipkb adicss Ficl hei— the Inik wnth IkcwngI Iieeg ebesDa 
Veiledm Phe yeut hei hagp cg the heap cF a d.iMep ;kape stiauuep tc 
hei snpem o tinep gct tc staie— ;.t hei ebesJ theb weie hbugctndm

Gei s4.ngtep snIht hapgxt keFt lem Phe was st.pbngI le as nF tibngI 
tc pednpe whethei o was wcith the e3cit nt hap tayeg tc saMe lem

YPc—Y she sanp rgakkb— ;ieayngI the snkegdem YOie bc. IcngI tc tekk le 
whb bc. weie st.unp egc.Ih tc wagpei ngtc a ,eiak gest7 Ui aie bc. 
z.st gat.iakkb s.ndnpak7Y

Yo pnpgxt ygcw nt was a gest—Y o sanp— lb Mcnde hcaisem Yo pnpgxt ygcw 
agbthngIm oJI o hesntatep— the ielngpei cF lb Fatheixs peath agp Sainsxs 
sadinrde datdhngI ng lb thicatm Yo pnpgxt haMe a dhcndemY

Gei ebes gaiicwep— agp she keagep Fciwaip sknIhtkbm YHc cge eMei 
has a dhcnde—Y she sanp dckpkbm YHct c.t heiemY

Phe t.igep hei attegtncg tc the hcinEcg— wheie the Fangt Ikcw cF 
pawg was ;eInggngI tc u.sh ;ady the paiygessm o s4.ngtep lb ebes 
at the cgdclngI ;inIht s.g as she ukadep paiy IcIIkes cMei heis— lb 
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stcladh twnstngI as the sheei Mastgess cF the Aaiiegs stietdhep c.t 
;eFcie le cgde lciem Phe lctncgep tc a uani cF IcIIkes cg the Mehndkexs 
8cci ;ekcw lem

The Fangt i.l;ke cF pnstagt egInges ;icye the snkegdem -b heap 
sgauuep tcwaip the sc.gpm o saw thel ng the pnstagde thic.Ih the 
insngI knIht cF pawg" a dcgMcb cF lassnMe ailciep ti.dys agp tagyeis— 
theni h.kyngI Fcils lcMngI steapnkb adicss the sagpm S.st agp sagp 
Fckkcwep ;ehngp thel— the lcigngI s.g ie8edtngI c3 theni letakknd 
evteincism

Yqhat ns that7Y o asyep— thc.Ih o ygew nt was enthei the Pbgpndate 
kccyngI Fci le ci the pankb tiagsucit ;etweeg Sclesm

o dc.kpgxt tekk hei o was the yngIxs scgm The “enkep haMe ;eeg tibngI 
tc peFeat .s Fci aIes— agp nF theb hap le— Tn;ei wc.kp ngpeep rgp le 
ng what dc.kp ;e a hcstaIe tiapem

YSnp bc. diawk c.t Ficl .gpei a icdy ci sclethngI7Y Phe asyep 
wnth a tcge cF s.sundncgm YThe GaMeg Hetwciyxs Scle ic.tesm Thatxs 
hcw theb yeeu the Scles aknMem ,ccp— F.ek— weaucgsDeMeibthngI theb 
geep tc stab ng theni uiednc.s ;.;;kes whnke the iest cF .s ict c.t heiemY

The ti.dys weie heaMnkb I.aipep— Fckkcwep ;b skeey Mehndkes ailep 
wnth lc.gtep I.gsm Pckpneis icpe ng cueg dcluaitlegts— theni 
weaucgs at the ieapbm The dcgMcb lcMep knye a Fcitiess cg wheeks— nl:
uegetia;ke agp uieuaiep tc peFegpm -b Fathei agp Tn;ei hap egs.iep 
that the IicwngI thieat cF the “enkep wc.kp ;e dcgtangep wnth lcie 
ailci agp I.gsm

YTheb lcMe at pawg—Y she dcgtng.ep— hei IkcwngI ebes rvep cg 
the dcgMcbm YVMeib Scle has a ic.te— agp eMeib ic.te has a u.iucsem 
“eipagnv Iicws the Fccpm Kibcstcge dcgtangs akk cF the agdnegt pata cF 
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the ckp wcikpm oIgns ,ciIe ;.nkps theni weaucgsm Ogp Pckains 'inle ns 
the KauntakmY

Gei wcips sucye the ti.th ;.t dale wnth a hatiep Fci the Sclesm 
o Fekt a hngt cF I.nkt dcle cMei lem o yeut lb lc.th sh.t— gct paingI 
tc ieMeak whc o ieakkb wasm

YSc the “enkepJ attady thel7Y o asyep as nF o weie dk.ekessm
YPcletnlesm A.t ntxs gct easbm Thcse dcgMcbs aie ;.nkt Fci waim The 

Pbgpndate pcesgxt taye yngpkb tc agbcge pnsi.utngI theni ladhngem 
qhat pc bc. ygcw a;c.t the “enkep7Y

Yog the Scles— theb sab bc.xieJY o hesntatep— seaidhngI Fci the inIht 
wcipm

Y-cgsteis7Y she rgnshep Fci lem YTeiicinsts7 PaMaIes7Y
Yo pnpgxt sab thatmY
YKc. pnpgxt haMe tcmY Phe keagep ;ady aIangst the hct seats cF hei 

Mehndke— hei ebes stnkk kcdyep cg lem Y’et le I.ess" bc.xMe ;eeg Fep the 
sale knes as eMeibcge ekse ng the Scles that wexie the egelbm That 
wexie the ieascg the Aaiiegs aie pagIeic.smY

o pnpgxt ygcw hcw tc iesucgp— sc o stabep snkegtm Phe shccy hei 
heap— a ;nttei ka.Ih esdaungI hei knusm

Yqexie s.iMnMcis—Y she sanpm YHcthngI lcie— gcthngI kessm The “enkep 
haMe apautep tc thns wcikp— whnke bc.i uiednc.s Pbgpndate hnpes ;e:
hngp theni wakks agp uietegps the Aaiiegs pcgxt evnstm Sc bc. thngy 
thebxie uictedtngI bc.7 Thebxie uictedtngI thelsekMesm qhndh Scle 
pnp bc. sab bc. weie Ficl aIang7Y

o uagndyep agp ;k.itep the rist thngI that dale tc lngp— Yo was a 
haiMestei ng the “eipagnv Sclem Theb da.Iht le eatngI scle cF the 
Fi.nt agp evnkep lemY
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Phe staiep at le Fci a lclegt as nF pednpngI nF she shc.kp ;ekneMe 
le ci gctm YThat has tc ;e the lcst untnF.k thngI o haMe eMei heaipm 
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cgde lciem The s.g icse aIang— akkcwngI the heat waMes tc ies.le theni 
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YKc.xie k.dyb o Fc.gp bc.—Y she sanpm YA.t k.dy wcgxt yeeu bc. aknMe 
c.t heiem oF bc. wagt tc s.iMnMe— bc.xkk geep tc keaig FastmY

o gcppep— IinuungI the stiaus cF lb ;aI tnIhtkbm Yqhatxs bc.i 
gale7Y

YOinamY
YThagy bc.— Oinam ,ci saMngI lem oxl 1aekmY
YO haiMestei galep 1aek— IieatmY
Phe riep .u the egInge agp tcssep le a sdaiF Ficl the sagp tc dcMei 

lb lc.th agp gcsem
Yqheie aie we IcngI7Y o asyep— kc.p egc.Ih tc ;e heaip cMei the 
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Gei wcips st.gI— ;.t o pnpgxt aiI.em Phe was inIhtDo hap gc npea 

what o was pcngI c.t heiem o was aknMe cgkb ;eda.se cF hei— agp nF o 
wagtep tc stab that wab— o hap gc dhcnde ;.t tc ti.st heim

,ci gcwm
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The Mehndke icaiep tc knFe as Oina skallep hei Fcct cg the uepak— 
yndyngI .u a thndy dkc.p cF sagp ;ehngp .sm o dk.tdhep the epIes cF 
the seat as we suep Fciwaip— the ;aiieg kagpsdaue ;k.iingI aic.gp .sm 
The heat was .giekegtngI— ;.t the sknIht ;ieeEe that the dai uicp.dep 
whnke we picMe was wekdclem -b lngp swnikep wnth 4.estncgs a;c.t 
Oina agp a;c.t the “enkepm

Oina pnpgxt sueay— hei Fcd.s rvep cg the hcinEcgm Gei hagps 
Iinuuep the Mehndkexs steeingI hagpkes as she picMe thic.Ih sagp p.ges 
agp aic.gp ;c.kpeism Uddasncgakkb— she wc.kp apz.st c.i dc.ise as nF 
shexp pcge nt h.gpieps cF tnles ;eFciem

The F.ithei we tiaMekep— the lcie pesckate the Aaiiegs ;edalem The 
sagp was egpkess— wnth cgkb cddasncgak p.ges shnFtngI knye sclethngI 
was swnllngI .gpei ntm Theie weie aksc syeketak ielangs cF agdnegt 
sti.dt.iesm Twnstep letak Fcidep theni wab c.t cF the pib sagp knye the 
;cges cF a FciIctteg Inagtm

The snkegde ;etweeg .s stietdhep— ;icyeg cgkb ;b the Mehndkexs eg:
Inge agp the Fangt whnstke cF wngpm ,ngakkb— .ga;ke tc stagp the tegsncg 
agb kcgIei— o dkeaiep lb thicatm

YGcw Fai ns nt7Y o asyep— lb Mcnde l.Lep ;ehngp the sdaiFm
Oina pnpgxt kccy at lem Y,ani egc.IhmY
o swakkcwep haip— gcppngI tc lbsekFm Yos ntJ saFe7Y
Gei knus twntdhep— aklcst as nF she Fc.gp the 4.estncg al.sngIm 

YHcwheie ns saFe c.t heiem A.t the “enkepxs dalu ns as dkcse as bc.xkk 
Iet as kcgI as bc.xie gct a Pbgpndate PubmY

o dc.kpgxt tekk nF she was ;engI seinc.s ci gct— A.t o dc.kp gct a3cip 
tc ket thel ygcw lb ieak npegtntbm
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The teiiang dhagIep as the s.g pesdegpep tcwaip the hcinEcg— dastngI 
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Oina skcwep the Mehndke— I.npngI nt daieF.kkb thic.Ih a gaiicw 
dagbcgm The wakks icse hnIh cg enthei snpe cF .s— theni s.iFades paiy agp 
ic.Ihm “nges dk.gI tc the icdy ng uatdhes— theni ;inttke keaMes i.stkngI 
Fangtkb ng the wngpm

YOie we dkcse7Y o asyepm
Oina gcppepm YOklcstm Ptab 4.net Ficl heie cg c.tmY
o pnpgxt geep tc ;e tckp twndem The tegsncg ng hei Mcnde was egc.Ih 

tc yeeu le snkegtm
The dagbcg twnstep agp t.igep— the uath gaiicwngI .gtnk the Me:

hndke dc.kp ;aiekb s4.eeEe thic.Ihm Oina geMei 8ngdhep as we ;aiekb 
lape nt thic.Ih the icdyb uathm The F.ithei we wegt— the paiyei nt 
;edalem The tcweingI wakks ;kcdyep c.t the s.gxs FapngI knIhtm

,ngakkb— we ic.gpep a shaiu ;egp— agp the uath cuegep ngtc a wnpe 
dkeaingIm -b ;ieath da.Iht ng lb thicat as o saw the egtiagde tc a 
lassnMe lc.gtang— nts Fade daiMep wnth ngtindate uatteigs agp sbl;cks 
IkcwngI Fangtkb ng the pnl knIhtm

Oina stcuuep the Mehndke agp d.t the egIngem The s.ppeg snkegde was 
aklcst peaFegngI aFtei the dcgstagt icai cF the lctcim Phe dknl;ep 
c.t— hei ;ccts di.gdhngI aIangst the IiaMek— agp lctncgep Fci le tc 
Fckkcwm

…9



AVHVOTG TGV AjNHoHW “Vo’

o hesntatep Fci a lclegtm 'ait cF le hap tc wcgpei nF thns was a tiaum 
-b egtnie knFe— we weie tckp that we dc.kpgxt ti.st agbcge c.tsnpe cF 
the Sclesm A.t o hap tc yeeu lcMngI nF o wagtep tc aMegIe lb Fatheixs 
peathm

The egtiagde was lassnMe— a paiy aidhwab Fialep ;b uangtep Ikcw:
ngI Iieeg Mengsm The sbl;cks etdhep ngtc the stcge weie .gknye agb:
thngI o hap eMei seegm

Y-cMe—Y Oina sanpm
o sdial;kep c.t cF the Mehndke— geaikb tinuungI cMei lb cwg Feet as 

o Fckkcwep hei tcwaip the egtiagdem -b heait uc.gpep— a lnvt.ie cF 
awe agp Feai dc.isngI thic.Ih lem

Os we auuicadhep— the Fangt sc.gp cF Mcndes ieadhep lb eaism Theb 
weie kcw agp l.Lep— ;kegpngI wnth the scFt h.l that seelep tc 
elagate Ficl the lc.gtang ntsekFm o dc.kpgxt tekk nF nt was ladhngeib 
ci sclethngI ekse egtniekbm

Twc rI.ies eleiIep Ficl the shapcws cF the aidhwab— theni Iieeg 
ebes IkcwngI Fangtkb ng the pnl knIhtm Theb weie ailep— theni weaucgs 
skeey agp .gFalnknai— theni evuiessncgs haip agp .gwekdclngIm

Yqhcxs thns7Y cge asyep— hns Mcnde ic.Ih agp s.sundnc.sm
YOg evnke—Y Oina ieuknep— hei tcge pnslnssnMem Y,c.gp hnl ng a ,eiak 

gestm Gexs k.dyb tc ;e aknMemY
The lagxs ebes shnFtep tc lem o Fc.Iht the .iIe tc shingy .gpei hns 

sdi.tngb— lb hagps tnIhtegngI aic.gp the stiaus cF lb ;aIm
YGexs Scle:;iep—Y the lag sanp— hns tcge add.satcibm
Oina steuuep ;etweeg .s— hei stagde peragtm YGexs wnth le—Y she 

sanp rilkbm Y’et hnl thic.IhmY
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Yqheie aie we IcngI gcw7Y o asyepm
YTc rI.ie c.t hcw we dag .se bc.mY
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CHAPTER THREE

SHADOWS WITHIN THE 
VEIL

T he air in the central chamber was thick with tension. It wasn't 
just the humidity of the mountain air or the faint hum of bio-

luminescent veins coursing through the stone walls. It was the weight 
of eyes—dozens—watching me, judging me—my every movement, 
every breath. 

The Veiled didn't waste resources on intricate paintings or marble 
statues like the Syndicate. The chamber was carved directly into the 
heart of the mountain, its walls lined with patterns that glowed faintly 
green, casting eerie shadows across the room. A stone octagon at the 
center served as a platform for the elders. Their eyes glowed green as 
they stared me down, judging my existence.

Aria led me into the room with a qrm hand on my shoulder, a 
silent warning to keep Huiet and follow her lead. Fer usual sarcasm 
was gone, replaced by an edge of seriousness I hadn't seen before. 
I swallowed hard, trying to keep my face neutral, though my heart 
pounded loud enough to echo in my ears.

Eive elders sat on stone chairs on the platform, their expressions 
between suspicion and curiosity. At the center was Klder 3aedin, 
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the leader of the Veiled. Fis face was weathered, showing decades of 
survival and leadership. Neside him sat Klder Gynna, her kind eyes a 
stark contrast to the hard set of her jaw. To 3aedin's left was Klder 
"oraak, whose sharp gaze seemed to pierce straight through me. Fe 
was the one to speak qrst.

DAnother ?ome rat,D "oraak said, his voice a low growl. DTell me, 
boy, why should we trust youW …hat's stopping us from tossing you 
back out into the Narrens where you belongWD

I opened my mouth, but Aria stepped in before I could speak.
DFe's no threat,D she said qrmly. DI found him in a Eeral nest. Fe's 

lucky to be alive, and we could use another pair of hands around here.D
DMucky or stupid,D "oraak muttered, leaning forward. DThe Nar-

rens don't favor the weak. Fow do we know he's not a spyWD
DI'm not a spy,D I said. DI5 I was a harvester in Verdanix ?ome. I was 

exiled for stealing food.D
Klder Gynna tilted her head, studying me with an almost maternal 

curiosity. DAnd yet you survived out here. That's no small feat for 
someone from the ?omes.D

DI had help,D I admitted, glancing brieOy at Aria.
DShe dragged him out of the qre,D "oraak sneered. D?oesn't mean 

he won't burn us all the moment we turn our backs.D
DThat's enough,D 3aedin said. Fe turned his gaze to me, his green 

eyes glowing. D…hy are you really hereW …hat do you want from usWD
I hesitated, my mind racing. I couldn't tell them the truth—that I 

was the bastard son of the king of the Syndicate that they spent years 
qghting. That would only end one way, and it wasn't survival.

DI just want a chance to survive,D I said qnally, keeping my voice 
as earnest as possible. DThe ?omes aren't what you think they are. 
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They're5 su;ocating. 6eople like me don't have a future there. I 
thought5 maybe I could qnd one here.D

3aedin's eyes narrowed, and the silence stretched uncomfortably. I 
could feel "oraak's glare burning into me, and even Gynna's kindness 
felt like a blade balanced precariously over my head.

Nefore anyone could respond, a man burst into the chamber, his 
boots scraping against the stone Ooor. Fis face was pale, and his chest 
heaved as if he'd run the entire length of the mountain to get here. Fe 
made his way directly to 3aedin, leaning in to whisper something in 
the elder's ear.

3aedin's expression darkened. Fe rose from his seat, his com-
manding presence silencing the murmurs that had begun to ripple 
through the room.

D…ord has come from Solaris 6rime,D he announced, his voice heavy 
with authority. D3ing Alric is dead.D

The chamber erupted into chaos. Voices overlapped, Huestions 
and accusations Oying in every direction. "y stomach dropped, the 
words hitting me deep, even though I had known the news for days. 
I clenched my qsts to keep my hands from shaking, forcing myself to 
remain still and silent.

3aedin raised a hand, and the room fell Huiet again. DThe Syndicate 
has also announced that !aptain ?aris Crven and a rogue commoner 
are to blame. They are saying that they were spies for the Veiled. Tiber 
Ignarus has taken the throne and declared war on us.D

The words hung in the air like a noose. I could see the tension in the 
Veiled's facesY their shoulders sti;ened, and their hands instinctively 
moved toward their weapons.

47



NKUKATF TFK NRGUIUL VKIM

DThis was inevitable,D "oraak said, his voice qlled with bitter con-
viction. DThe Syndicate has always wanted an excuse to wipe us out. 
Uow they have it.D

DAnd what do you suggest we do, "oraakWD Gynna shot back. 
D"arch on the ?omes and get ourselves slaughteredWD

DNetter to die qghting than to wait for them to come to us,D "oraak 
growled.

The argument escalated, the elders' voices growing louder as their 
divisions became painfully clear. I glanced at Aria, who stood rigid 
beside me.

DThis is what we're up against,D she muttered under her breath. DA 
war we didn't ask for and leadership that can't agree on how to qght 
it.D

3aedin slammed his hand down on the stone chair,  echoing 
through the chamber. DKnough8D he barked. DThis is not the time 
for inqghting. …e will discuss our strategy in private. Eor now, we 
strengthen our defenses and prepare for the worst.D

Fis gaze shifted to me, his expression unreadable. DAs for you5 you 
stay under Aria's watch. 6rove yourself useful, or you'll qnd yourself 
back in the Narrens. RnderstoodWD

I nodded, swallowing the lump in my throat. DRnderstood.D
DLood,D 3aedin said, his tone dismissive. DThis meeting is ad-

journed.D
The elders rose from their seats, the tension in the room palpable 

as the Veiled began to disperse. Aria placed a hand on my shoulder, 
steering me toward the exit.

D9ou've got a lot to prove,D she said Huietly. D?on't screw this up.D
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I didn't respond. "y mind was racing, torn between the weight 
of my father's death, the lies I was forced to tell, and the growing 
realization that the Veiled's qght was now my qght—whether I wanted 
it or not.

The stone corridors of the Veiled's mountain sanctuary twisted like 
a maze, dimly lit by the bioluminescent veins coursing through the 
walls. The soft green glow o;ered enough light to navigate but not 
enough to shake the horrible feelings I felt inside.

Aria walked ahead of me, her boots barely making a sound against 
the smooth stone Ooor. Fer silence was unnerving. I had grown ac-
customed to her sarcasm and biting remarks, but now she seemed lost 
in thought, her face drawn tight with some unspoken tension.

D…here are we goingWD I qnally asked, breaking the silence. "y voice 
echoed faintly in the narrow passageway.

D9ou'll see,D she said without looking back. Fer tone was clipped, 
giving no room for further Huestions.

I adjusted the bag strap on my shoulder and followed her, my mind 
racing. The announcement in the chamber still echoed in my ears. 
3ing Alric is dead. Tiber Ignarus has declared war. The words felt like 
lead weights in my chest. "y father was gone, my home was in chaos, 
and now I was here among people who would likely kill me if they 
knew the truth.

…e emerged into a larger cavern, and I stopped in my tracks. The 
space was massive, the ceiling disappearing into darkness. 6latforms 
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and walkways crisscrossed above, with ropes and pulleys connecting 
various levels. The Veiled moved with purpose, their glowing green 
eyes Oickering in the dim light as they carried supplies, sharpened 
weapons, and whispered in hushed tones. The air smelled of metal, 
sweat, and something faintly Ooral that I couldn't place.

DThis is the heart of our operation,D Aria said. DKverything we do 
starts here. Supplies come in, plans are made, missions are launched.D 
She gestured to a far corner where a group of Veiled sparred with 
wooden sta;s, their movements sharp and precise. DAnd that's where 
we train.D

I followed her gaze, watching as one of the qghters—a woman with 
short-cropped hair and arms wrapped in cloth—delivered a Huick 
series of blows to her opponent, disarming him in seconds. She turned 
and caught me staring, her green eyes narrowing.

D…ho's the ?ome ratWD she called out, her voice carrying across the 
cavern.

Aria sighed. DLreat. Fere we go.D
The woman approached. Fer gaze swept over me, taking in my 

tattered cloak, the bag slung over my shoulder, and the awkward way 
I held myself.

DUame's Gaven,D she said, not bothering to hide the disdain in her 
voice. DAnd you areWD

D3ael.D
D3ael,D she repeated as if tasting the word and qnding it lacking. 

D9ou don't look like much.D
DFe survived a Eeral nest,D Aria cut in.
D?id heWD Gaven raised an eyebrow, clearly unimpressed. DCr did 

you survive it for himWD
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Aria stepped closer, her shoulders sHuaring. D9ou've got a problem 
with himY take it up with me.D

Gaven smirked, but her eyes didn't leave mine. DI'll be watching you, 
?ome rat.D …ith that, she turned and walked back to the training area, 
leaving a tension in the air that lingered even after she was gone.

DShe's lovely,D I said dryly.
Aria snorted. D?on't take it personally. Gaven doesn't trust anyone. 

Nut she's good in a qght, and we need her. !ome on. There's someone 
you need to know about.D

She led me to a smaller chamber o; the main cavern. The air here 
was cooler, and the walls were lined with shelves crammed with books, 
maps, and weapons. A single lantern hung from the ceiling, casting a 
warm, Oickering light.

DThis is Krya's space,D Aria said, her voice reverent. DShe's one of our 
elders. Cne of the best leaders we've ever had.D

The name hit me like a punch to the gut. I had spent years won-
dering about my mother, piecing together fragments of memories and 
whispers from the palace sta;. Uow, here I was, standing in her world, 
surrounded by the things she had touched, the plans she had made.

DShe's not hereWD I asked, my voice cracking despite my e;ort to keep 
it steady.

DUo,D Aria said, shaking her head. DShe's leading a mission to Ignes 
Eorge. It's dangerous, but if anyone can pull it o;, it's her.D

D…hat kind of missionWD I pressed, trying to keep the desperation 
out of my voice.

Aria hesitated, her eyes searching mine. D…eapons,D she said qnally. 
D…e're running low, and the Syndicate isn't exactly handing them out. 
If we're going to survive what's coming, we need to be ready to qght.D
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I nodded, my throat tight. "y mother—this woman I had spent 
my whole life imagining—was out there risking everything for a cause 
I barely understood. And I couldn't tell anyone. Uot Aria, not the 
elders, not anyone.

DShe's amazing,D Aria said, her voice soft. DNut don't let that fool 
you. She's tough as nails. If she were here, she'd probably have you 
sparring with Gaven until you couldn't stand.D

I managed a weak smile. DSounds like fun.D
Aria laughed, the sound breaking through the heavy atmosphere. 

D!ome on,D she said, pulling me toward the door. DThere's more to 
see.D

Kverything weighed down on me as we stepped back into the main 
cavern. "y father was dead. "y mother was out somewhere, qghting 
a war I didn't understand. And I was here, in the heart of the Veiled, 
pretending to be someone I wasn't.

The journey deeper into the Veiled's mountain stronghold revealed 
a world I hadn't imagined. The Veiled had built a life in this hol-
lowed-out sanctuary, a deqance against the harsh reality of the Narrens 
and the Syndicate's relentless assault. Nut beneath the surface, there 
was something else—tension. I could feel how people moved, whis-
pered conversations, and guarded looks.

Aria walked beside me, silent for once, her expression unreadable. 
…e descended a narrow staircase carved into the stone, the air growing 
cooler and heavier with each step. The faint hum of the biolumines-
cent veins seemed louder here, their glow casting eerie patterns on the 
walls.

D…here are we going nowWD I asked, my voice echoing faintly in the 
narrow passage.
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DTo the war room,D Aria said simply. D9ou'll see.D
The staircase opened into another cavern, smaller than the others 

but no less impressive. A large, circular table dominated the center of 
the room, its surface covered in maps, diagrams, and notes. Around it 
stood several Veiled, their green eyes glowing in the dim light.

Klder 3aedin stood at the head of the table, his presence command-
ing even in silence. Neside him stood "oraak and Gynna.

DAria,D 3aedin said. D9ou're just in time.D
She nodded, stepping forward. D…hat's happenedWD
3aedin  gestured  to  a  younger  Veiled,  a  wiry  man  with 

close-cropped hair and a nervous energy that radiated o; him. DGenn 
has returned from his mission. Fe has news.D

Genn stepped forward, his hands gripping the edges of the table 
as if he needed the support. DThe Syndicate is mobilizing,D he said, 
his voice steady despite the weight of his words. DThey're gathering 
troops, weapons, supplies. They're preparing for war.D

The room fell silent, the gravity of his statement sinking in. "y 
stomach twisted. This was happening faster than I had anticipated. 
Tiber wasn't wasting any time solidifying his power and targeting his 
enemies.

DThey've issued a decree,D Genn continued. DThe Veiled are oH-
cially enemies of the Syndicate. They're blaming us for 3ing Alric's 
death. Kvery ?ome has been ordered to turn over anyone suspected of 
working with us.D

"oraak slammed his qst on the table, the sound reverberating 
through the cavern. DI told you this would happen,D he growled. D…e 
should have struck qrst, taken the qght to them before they had a 
chance to regroup.D
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DAnd gotten ourselves wiped out in the processWD Gynna shot back. 
D…e're not an army, "oraak. …e're survivors.D

D…e won't be survivors for long if we sit here and wait for them to 
come to us,D "oraak countered.

3aedin raised a hand, silencing them both. DKnough,D he said. DThis 
isn't the time for division. …e need to be united now more than ever.D

D…hat's the plan, thenWD Aria asked.
3aedin leaned over the table, his hands resting on the edges. D…e 

strengthen our defenses. Increase patrols. 6repare for the worst. And 
we send a message to Krya. She needs to know what's happening.D

The mention of her name sent a jolt through me. "y mother. Cut 
there, risking her life while the world seemed to crumble around us.

Genn hesitated, glancing at 3aedin. DThere's more,D he said Huietly.
3aedin's jaw tightened. DSpeak.D
DThey've5 they've deployed convoys along the ?ome routes,D 

Genn said. DFeavily armed. They're transporting weapons and sol-
diers. Nut5J Fe paused, his hands gripping the table tighter. DThey're 
not just preparing for war. They're preparing for extermination.D

A cold chill ran down my spine. Kxtermination. The word hung in 
the air like a death knell.

DThey're not just coming for us,D Genn continued. DThey're com-
ing for everyone outside the ?omes. Anyone who doesn't qt their 
vision of order.D

The room erupted into chaos, voices overlapping as the weight of 
Genn's words settled over us. "oraak's anger Oared, Gynna's worry 
deepened, and 3aedin's expression hardened into a mask of grim de-
termination.
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DSilence8D 3aedin's voice cut through the noise, commanding at-
tention. D…e will not descend into panic. …e will prepare. …e will 
survive. And when the time comes, we will qght.D

The room fell silent, the elders exchanging tense glances. 3aedin 
straightened, his gaze sweeping over the room.

DGenn, you'll lead a team to intercept one of these convoys,D 3aedin 
said. D…e need their weapons if we stand a chance.D

Genn nodded, though the tension in his shoulders betrayed his 
unease.

DAnd the rest of usWD "oraak asked, his voice still edged with anger.
D…e'll fortify our position,D 3aedin said. DKvery entrance, every 

tunnel. If the Syndicate comes, they'll qnd us ready.D
Fis gaze shifted to me, and I felt a chill run down my spine. DAnd 

you, 3ael,D he said, his tone unreadable. D9ou'll train. If you're going 
to stay here, you need to prove yourself useful.D

I nodded, my throat dry. DRnderstood.D
DLood,D 3aedin said. DThis meeting is adjourned. Let to work.D
The room began to empty, the Veiled moving with purpose. Aria 

lingered by my side, her expression thoughtful.
DTraining, huhWD she said, a faint smirk tugging at the corner of her 

mouth. DThis should be interesting.D
I managed a weak smile, though my mind was spinning. The weight 

of my father's death, the lies I was living, the growing threat of the 
Syndicate—it was all too much. Nut there was no time to dwell on it.

As the room emptied, I caught sight of the maps on the table, the 
lines marking the ?ome routes, the convoy paths, and the Syndicate's 
growing reach. There was also a board with my ancestry lineage and a 
Huestion mark under the words King Alric's son. …hen I was born, the 
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Syndicate made it their mission to ensure no one outside the ?ome 
knew I existed, and it appears as though it worked.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE EDGE OF SURVIVAL

T he war room was alive with energy. Anticipation dlle- the cav,
ernf its walls glowing uaintly with the green,ra-iate- veins that 

ran throVgh the moVntain. The 'eile- move- with -eterminationf 
rea-ing weaponsf gearf mapsf an- other tools as iu theyI- spent their 
entire lives preparing uor this war.

k stoo- awbwar-ly near the e-ge ou the roomf clVtching the strap 
ou my Kag libe it was a liueline. kn the center ou the room was a massive 
taKle where the el-ers an- a uew heavily armore- men were gathere-. 
Mae-inf as alwaysf stoo- at the hea- ou the taKle. "oraab leane- against 
a stone pillarf his eyes never leaving me.

YMael.Y
AriaIs voice pVlle- me urom my thoVghts. Y?oV rea-y uor thisNY
Yk gVess k -onIt have mVch ou a choice.Y
Yqot really.Y
The room SViete- as Mae-in raise- a han-. YTo-ayfY Mae-in Keganf 

his voice calm yet drmf Ywe prepare uor whatIs coming. The jyn-icate 
wonIt waitf an- neither can we. Training isnIt —Vst practiceBitIs sVr,
vival. Those who ualter will not last long in the Harrens.Y 4is glowing 
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green gaJe swept the roomf lingering on me uor a heartKeat longer than 
k libe-.

4e gestVre- to a smaller groVp stan-ing nearKy. YAriaf xaWf Larrenf 
an- qiaf tabe oVr newcomer on a classic Harren training mission. zetIs 
see iu he can han-le the way ou the 'eile-.Y 

k recogniJe- Ariaf ou coVrsef along with three others. xaWf tall an- 
cocbyf leane- casVally against a wallf his Kroa- grin Fashing as iu this 
were all a game to him. qia stoo- to his rightf her slen-er urame taVt 
with SViet intensityf her eyes -arting aroVn- as iu cataloging every 
room -etail. Larren was the lastBa hVlbing dgVre with a Kroo-ing 
silence that spobe volVmes. 4is eWpression was as stone,carve- as the 
room aroVn- Vs.

YThese dve will Ke one ou many yoVnger training groVps oVt there. 
ku we are to go to warf we will nee- the yoVngins to Ke rea-y.Y 

YjoVn-s cheeryfY xaW mVttere- Vn-er his Kreathf earning a glare 
urom Larren.

Aria shot him a warning loob Keuore stepping uorwar-. YDeIll Ke 
rea-y.Y

Mae-in no--e-. Y?oV leave at -awn.Y
The room erVpte- into motion. Deapons were -istriKVte-f maps 

were han-e- oVtf an- sVpplies were checbe-. k stoo- awbwar-ly Kesi-e 
qia as she careuVlly eWamine- a sleeb Kla-ef its e-ge gleaming Vn-er the 
-im light.

Y?oV ever Vse- one ou theseNY she asbe-.
Yqot really.Y
4er lips twitche- into a uaint smile. YOigVres. ConIt worryByoVIll 

learn uast. 7r yoVIll -ie uast.Y
Y;omuorting.Y
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Aria approache-f han-ing me a han-gVn. kt wasnIt the ancient one 
k ha- KroVght urom the Come8 this was newerf thoVgh still worn urom 
Vse. YjiW shotsfY she sai-. Y"abe them coVnt.Y

k no--e-.
Y?oVIll ri-e with mefY Aria sai-. YTry not to get yoVrselu bille-.Y
YkIll -o my Kest.Y 
xaW saVntere- overf a riFe slVng casVally over his shoVl-er. Y?oV 

rea-yf Come ratNY he asbe- with a grin.
YGea-y as kIll ever KefY k sai-.
YLoo- answerfY he sai-f clapping me on the Kacb with a uorce nearly 

bnocbing me o9 Kalance. Yjticb with mef an- yoV might —Vst sVrvive.Y
Larren —oine- Vsf his eWpression Vnrea-aKle. Yzess talbf more uo,

cVsfY he sai-f his -eep voice cVtting throVgh xaWIs lighthearte- Kanter.
Yjave it uor the HarrensfY Aria sai-. YDeIve got enoVgh to worry 

aKoVt withoVt yoV two KVtting hea-s.Y
Mae-inIs voice rang oVt againf silencing the room. Y5repare yoVr,

selves. The Harrens are Vnuorgivingf KVt so are we. TrVst in each otherf 
or -ie alone. The choice is yoVrs.Y

The meeting was -ismisse-f an- the groVps Kegan to -isperse. k 
lingere- momentarilyf tabing in the weight ou what lay ahea-. The 
Harrensf the Oeralbin-f the jyn-icateBthey all uelt libe insVrmoVnt,
aKle threats. HVt k ha- ma-e it this uarf an- k wasnIt aKoVt to give Vp 
now.

As the others move- to gather their gearf Aria caVght my eye. YLet 
some restfY she sai-. YTomorrowIs going to Ke a long -ay.Y

k no--e-f gripping the han-gVn tightly as k uollowe- her oVt ou 
the war room. The glow ou the KiolVminescent veins ua-e- Kehin- 
Vsf replace- Ky the -im light ou the moVntainIs interior. Oor the drst 

60



HUqUAT4 T4U HRGqkqL 'Ukz

time since k ha- arrive-f k uelt a sparb ou something k coVl-nIt SVite 
nameBhopef mayKe. 7r -etermination.

Dhatever it wasf k woVl- nee- it. The Harrens awaite-f an- k ha- a 
lot to prove.

The morning came with a ghostly stillness. The air insi-e the moVn,
tain was coolf KVt as soon as we steppe- oVtsi-e the heavy steel -oors 
ou the 'eile-Is stronghol-f the heat ou the Harrens hit libe a hammer. 
A harsh win- bicbe- Vp the san-f carrying the scent ou -Vst an- 
sVn,scorche- metal. The vast -esert stretche- en-lessly Keuore Vsf a sea 
ou shiuting -Vnes an- —agge- rocb uormations. kt was Koth Kreathtabing 
an- terriuying.

"y oWygen instantly escape- my lVngs. k gaspe- har- Vntil k caVght 
my Kreath.

YTabe thisfY Aria sai-.
jhe han-e- me a Kag that was dWe- on my Kacb. kt ha- a hose that 

came oVt ou it an- went into my moVth when k nee-e- to Kreathe.
YDe Vse these on the ones with illnesses.Y
k no--e- to herf VnaKle to speab at that moment.
k a-—Vste- the scaru Aria ha- tosse- me yester-ayf wrapping it tightly 

aroVn- my uace to beep the san- urom stinging my sbin. The others 
move- with an ease k -i-nIt haveBKoots stea-y in the loose groVn-f 
eyes sharp an- alert. They were Vse- to this worl-. k was not.

Two -Vne KVggies were parbe- near the moVntainIs entrancef their 
sleeb Klacb urames reinuorce- with scavenge- metal plating. Deapons 
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were strappe- to the si-esf an- thicb tires were KVilt uor the Vnpre,
-ictaKle terrain. xaW whistle- lowf patting the si-e ou one ou them libe 
it was a priJe- warhorse.

Yqothing libe the roar ou an engine in the morningfY he sai-.
Larren rolle- his eyes. Y?oV act libe weIre tabing a pleasVre ri-e. This 

is a training rVnf not a —oyri-e.Y
xaW smirbe-. Yjays the gVy who spen-s more time Kroo-ing than 

actVally en—oying liue.Y
Aria ignore- themf checbing the weapons moVnte- on the vehicles. 

YUveryone locbe- an- loa-e-NY
YLoo- to gofY qia replie-f secVring a Kelt ou throwing bnives 

aroVn- her waist.
Aria tVrne- to me. Y?oVIre with me.Y
k no--e-f ueeling a weight settle in my stomach. The last time k 

was oVt in the Harrensf k was hanging Vpsi-e -own with a pacb ou 
Oeralbin- trying to rip me apart. qowf k was willingly -riving Kacb into 
this wastelan-.

De pile- into the vehicles. xaW toob the wheel ou the secon- -Vne 
KVggyf an- Larren ro-e a shotgVn while qia hoppe- into the Kacb. 
Aria sli- into oVr -riverIs seat an- grippe- the wheel.

Y4ol- onfY she mVttere-.
The engine roare- to liuef an- we shot uorwar-f san- spraying Ke,

hin- Vs. The KVggy KoVnce- over the -Vnesf the impact —arring my 
Kones. k gritte- my teeth an- hel- onto the urame uor -ear liue.

The Harrens were not empty. Ancient remnants ou the ol- worl- 
pierce- throVgh the san-Bhalu,KVrie- KVil-ingsf rVste- car sbeletonsf 
an- shattere- glass reFecting the Vnuorgiving sVn. 4eat waves ripple- 
in the -istancef -istorting the horiJon libe a mirage.
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As we spe- uorwar-f Aria shoVte- over the engineIs growl. YThis 
mission is simple. De train against the Oeralbin-f test oVr sVrvival 
sbillsf an- mabe sVre yoVIre not -ea- weight.Y

YjoVn-s easy enoVgh.Y
YConIt get cocbyf Come rat.Y
k tVrne- my gaJe towar- the other KVggy. xaW was going airKorne 

over -Vnes an- en—oying the ri-e too mVch. k ha- Karely KegVn to 
Kreathe correctly when Aria sV--enly —erbe- the wheelf sen-ing Vs 
into a sharp tVrn.

YDhat the hellBY k starte-f KVt then k saw them.
OigVres move- in the -istancef —Vst Keyon- a collapse- rVin ou 

what might have once Keen a gas station or a watchtower. At drstf 
k thoVght they were Oeralbin-f KVt as we got closerf k realiJe- they 
werenIt hVnche- an- twitching. They stoo- tall.

4Vmans.
HVt not 'eile-.
YDho are theyNY k asbe-.
AriaIs eWpression -arbene-. YGai-ers.Y
The -Vne KVggies sbi--e- to a haltf an- the -Vst cloV- rose aroVn- 

Vs. Larren an- xaW ha- alrea-y —Vmpe- oVt ou their vehiclef weapons 
-rawn. qia move- libe a sha-owf her Kla-e alrea-y in han-.

k uollowe- sVitf gripping the han-gVn Aria ha- given me. "y heart 
poVn-e-. k ha- rea- aKoVt rogVe groVps in the HarrensBmercenariesf 
Kan-itsf eWiles who ha- no allegiance eWcept to themselves.

A groVp ou siW men an- women stoo- ahea- ou Vsf their uaces 
wrappe- in cloth to protect urom the san-f their Ko-ies cla- in 
scavenge- armor. They carrie- mabeshiut weaponsBKla-es uashione- 
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urom scrap metalf riFes that loobe- libe they ha- Keen repaire- a -oJen 
times.

7ne ou themf a tall man with a shave- hea- an- a scar rVnning -own 
his cheebf steppe- uorwar-.

YDellf wellfY he -rawle-. Yzoobs libe the 'eile- are oVt uor a —oyri-e.Y
YMeep walbingfY Aria warne-f her Kow alrea-y in her han-sf an 

arrow nocbe-.
The man grinne-. Yqowf now. qo nee- to Ke so col-. De were —Vst 

passing throVgh.Y 4is gaJe sli- to mef lingering. YAn- whoIs thisN A 
uresh recrVitNY

"y grip tightene- on my gVn.
Yqone ou yoVr KVsinessfY Aria snappe-. Y"ove alongf or weIll mabe 

yoV.Y
YThe jyn-icate are loobing uor an escapeef a Koy aKoVt his siJe. 

TheyIre o9ering a Kig rewar-f too.Y
YTry VsfY Larren sai-.
The tension cracbe- libe a whip. The rai-ers shiute-f their han-s 

twitching towar- their weapons. "y pVlse slamme- against my riKs.
Thenf the scarre- man smirbe-. Yqot to-ayfY he sai-. YThe jyn-i,

cate will wipe yoV oVtf an- then weIll move in to scavenge urom yoVr 
corpses.Y

4e tVrne-f gestVring to his groVpf an- they slowly Kacbe- awayf 
-isappearing into the -Vnes.

Aria -i-nIt lower her Kow Vntil they were completely gone. jhe let 
oVt a Kreathf shoVl-ers relaWing slightly.

YThey -onIt all Kacb -own that easilyfY qia sai-.
xaW sco9e-. YCi- yoV gVys hear what he sai- aKoVt a rewar-N "ayKe 

the Come rat is the Mingslayer.Y
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Y4eIs not a billerfY Larren sai-. Yzoob at his innocent eyes.Y
Y?oV gVys bnow k can hear yoVf rightNY k sai-f panicbing that they 

may dn- oVt my trVth. Yzast k checbe-f the Ming -oesnIt live in the 
'er-aniW Comef where k was eWile- urom.Y

YConIt let the Gai-ers get yoVr hea-sf gVysfY Aria sai-. YMael isnIt a 
billerf KVt weIre going to change that.Y

k swallowe- har-. k Vn-erstoo- sVrvival in the Harrens wasnIt —Vst 
aKoVt dghting the jyn-icate. kt was aKoVt navigating a worl- where 
trVst was the most -angeroVs gamKle.

The KVggies spe- across the en-less eWpanse ou the Harrensf leaving 
a trail ou -Vst an- heatwaves in their wabe. The encoVnter with the 
Gai-ers ha- leut a Kitter taste in my moVth. ku they bnew aKoVt the 
jyn-icateIs KoVntyf it woVl- only Ke a matter ou time Keuore more ou 
them came loobing. k coVl-nIt a9or- to slip Vp.

YMeep yoVr hea- on a swivelfY Aria sai-f her voice Kreabing throVgh 
the howling win-. jhe -i-nIt loob at mef her eyes scanning the -Vnes 
ahea-. YGai-ers arenIt the only thing lVrbing oVt here.Y

YDhat eWactly are we loobing uorNY k asbe-f gripping the metal Kar 
Kesi-e me as the KVggy rattle- over Vneven groVn-.

YOeralbin-fY she answere-. YThis is a training mission. De -onIt 
retVrn Vntil yoV prove yoV can sVrvive a real dght.Y

"y stomach twiste-.
k ha- seen a Oeralbin- Keuore. k ha- Keen hunted Ky one. HVt now 

they eWpecte- me to stan- my groVn- against themN
xaWIs voice cracble- over the ra-io Ketween the KVggies. Yk say we 

mabe a game oVt ou it. The team who gets the most bills gets drst -iKs 
on -inner uor a weeb.Y

Y?oV bnow iu we losef theyIll tabe oVr peachesfY qia sai-.
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YCealfY Aria agree- Keuore anyone coVl- change their min-s.
A loV- thunk urom Keneath oVr KVggy cVt o9 their conversation. 

Aria cVrse-f —erbing the wheel as the vehicle lVrche- violently to the 
si-e.

YDhat the hell was thatNY k shoVte-f gripping onto anything k coVl-.
AriaIs uace was palef her bnVcbles white on the steering wheel. Yk 

-onIt bnowBY
The groVn- moved.
qot in the way san- shiuts Keneath yoVr ueet. The entire dune 

tremKle-f sen-ing ripples throVgh the lan-scape.
YTell me thatIs notBY
YUveryonef move!Y Aria calle- into the ra-io.
xaWIs KVggy swerve- har-f tires spinning in the san-f KVt it was too 

late. The groVn- Keneath Vs split open with a -eauening roar, a massive 
shape eWplo-ing urom Keneath the -Vnes.

A sand wraith.
k ha- rea- aKoVt them in KoobsBgiant sVKterranean pre-ators that 

hVnte- Ky sensing viKrations in the san-. They were raref KVt when 
they sVruace-f they leut nothing alive.

The creatVre towere- over Vsf its Ko-y a comKination ou har-ene- 
chitin an- eWpose-f pVlsating Fesh. kt ha- no eyesBonly a massivef 
circVlar maw line- with —agge- teethf gaping wi-e enoVgh to swallow 
a man whole. A -eepf ear,piercing screech tore throVgh the airf rattling 
the KVggies as the Keast coile- Vpwar-.

Y7hf hell nofY xaW mVttere- over the ra-io.
The wraith strVcb drst. kts massive Ko-y slamme- into the san-f 

sen-ing Vp a wave ou -Vst an- -eKris. Aria gVnne- the enginef whip,
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ping the KVggy away —Vst as the KeastIs gaping maw crashe- into the 
space where we ha- Keen secon-s ago.

YDe nee- to bill itfY Larren sai-f his voice eerily calm.
YMill itNY k shoVte-. YktIs the siJe ou a KVil-ingHY
Yqot the whole thingfY Aria snappe-. YThe hea-. Aim uor the eW,

pose- tissVe near its moVthHY
qia leane- oVt ou the Kacb ou the secon- KVggyf her throwing 

bnives alrea-y in han-. jhe let one Fyf an- it sank into the KeastIs sout 
Fesh. The wraith reele-f thrashing wil-lyf sen-ing san- Fying in all 
-irections.

xaW let oVt a loV- whoop. Yqow that's what kIm talbing aKoVtHY
Aria -rew her Kowf notching an arrow. YMaelf tabe the wheel.Y
YDhatNY
Yk said take the wheel!Y
jhe -i-nIt wait uor me to respon-. jhe let gof sli-ing onto the e-ge 

ou the KVggy as she raise- her Kow. k scramKle- to graK the steering 
wheelf my han-s slicb with sweat.

Aria loose- her arrow. kt strVcb the wraith -ea- centerf emKe--ing 
itselu into the Feshy part ou its gaping maw. The Keast recoile-8 its 
screech was so loV- that it rattle- my teeth.

xaW an- Larren dre- their riFesf KVllets tearing into the wraithIs 
eWpose- tissVe. Hlacbf tar,libe Kloo- splattere- against the san-.

The wraith let oVt another ear,splitting shrieb an- dove.
k Karely ha- time to react Keuore the groVn- Keneath Vs collapsed.
The KVggy flipped, sen-ing me Fying urom my seat. As k tVmKle- 

across the -Vnesf the worl- KlVrre- into a haJe ou san-f heatf an- pain. 
The Kreath rippe- urom my lVngs as k hit the groVn- har-f rolling Vntil 
k came to a —arring stop.
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Oor a secon-f everything was silent.
Then k hear- the soVn- ou something massive burrowing.
k uorce- myselu to my han-s an- bneesf coVghing Vp san-. "y 

vision swam. k saw the others scramKling to their ueet throVgh the haJef 
weapons raise-.

The wraith was circling us.
Aria was alrea-y on her ueetf her Kow -rawnf Kloo- -ripping urom 

a cVt on her uorehea-. YMaelf get VpHY
k uorce- myselu Vprightf raising the gVn Aria ha- given me. "y 

han-s were shabing. The wraithIs movements sent tremors throVgh 
the groVn-f san- shiuting Keneath my ueet.

xaW reloa-e- his riFe. Y4eIs mineHY
The creatVre lVnge-.
k -i-nIt thinb. k -i-nIt hesitate. k raise- the gVn an- dre-.
The KVllet strVcb —Vst Kesi-e AriaIs arrowf KVrrowing -eep into the 

eWpose- tissVe.
The wraith screame-f its Ko-y convVlsing violently. Larren dre- 

another shot. qia let loose another bniue. AriaIs dnal arrow sanb into 
the KeastIs throat.

Dith a dnalf agoniJe- screechf the wraith collapse-. kts massive 
Ko-y slamme- into the san-f sen-ing one last eWplosion ou -Vst into 
the air.

Thenf silence.
k stoo- theref chest heavingf my dngers still locbe- aroVn- the gVn. 

"y ears rang urom the wraithIs -eath cry.
xaW was the drst to Kreab the silence.
YDellf damnfY he sai-f a slow grin sprea-ing across his uace. Yqot 

Ka-f Come rat.Y
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k let oVt a Kreathless laVghf my Ko-y shabing urom the a-renaline.
Aria lowere- her Kowf wiping the Kloo- urom her uace. YThat was 

recblessfY she mVttere-. Thenf auter a paVsef she loobe- at me. YHVt not 
Ka-.Y

k coVl-nIt tell iu that was a compliment or notf KVt right nowf k 
-i-nIt care.

Larren bnelt Kesi-e the wraithIs corpsef pressing a han- against its 
thicb hi-e. YThis thingIs going to -raw attentionfY he sai-.

qia no--e-. YDe nee- to move. Oast.Y
Aria tVrne- to me. I;ongratVlationsf Mael. ?oV —Vst sVrvive- yoVr 

drst hVnt.Y
Y7ne bill uor Vs an- Jero uor yoV gVysfY k sai-.
Y?eahf weIll give yoV that onefY qia sai-.
k swallowe-f my throat -ry as the -esert itselu.
YLarrenf ra-io Kacb to the 'eile- an- tell them what happene-fY 

Aria or-ere-. YTheyIll want to come harvest the Kloo- ou this thing.Y
YThe Kloo-NY k SVestione-.
YThey Vse it uor varioVs me-icines an- eWperimentsfY Larren an,

swere-.
k -i-nIt bnow what k ueltBuearf eWhaVstionf or something -anger,

oVsly close to eWhilaration.
Dhatever it wasf it was the drst time since leaving jolaris 5rime that 

k trVly uelt alive.
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Dhen we reache- the aKan-one- gas stationf the sVn was sinbing 
Kelow the horiJonf Klee-ing streabs ou orange an- re- across the sby. 
The Harrens ma-e the worl- ueel en-lessBan eWpanse ou nothingness 
stretching in every -irection. HVt oVt heref in the twilightf it was 
something else entirely. The win- howle- soutlyf sen-ing san- -riuting 
across the cracbe- pavementf an- the rVste- sign aKove the station 
groane- as iu it coVl- uall at any moment.

De ha- pVshe- the KVggies as uar as they woVl- go auter the dght 
with the san- wraith. Uven xaW was SVieter than VsVal.

Aria parbe- the KVggy —Vst oVtsi-e the stationIs entrance an- shVt 
o9 the engine. The moment the vehicle stille-f the silence ou the 
wastelan- settle- in.

YThis is home uor the nightfY she annoVnce-f graKKing her Kag urom 
the Kacb. YktIs not mVchf KVt itIll beep Vs covere- Vntil morning.Y

k climKe- oVt8 my mVscles ache- urom the ri-ef an- k toob in 
oVr sVrroVn-ings. The gas station was Karely stan-ingBits walls 
pocbmarbe- with KVllet holesf the roou sagging slightly. knsi-ef the 
shelves were long emptie-f KVt the Kones ou the ol- worl- still lin,
gere-B-Vsty cans ou uoo-f ua-e- postersf an- a rVste-,oVt cash regis,
ter. A uew overtVrne- chairs were scattere- near the Kacbf an- someone 
ha- once scrawle- a message on the wallJ The Sun Will Guide Us.

Y;harmingfY k mVttere-f KrVshing san- o9 my —acbet.
YHetter than sleeping oVt in the openfY Larren sai-f moving towar- 

the entrance. YDeIll tabe shiuts beeping watch. This place might Ke 
aKan-one-f KVt that -oesnIt mean weIre alone.Y

xaW sighe- -ramaticallyf throwing himselu onto a mabeshiut Kench 
near the -oor. YDe —Vst uoVght a giant worm urom hell. Dhat are the 
chances we rVn into more Ka- lVcbNY
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qia shot him a loob. YCo yoV want to dn- oVtNY
xaW shrVgge-f grinning. Yk libe to live -angeroVsly.Y
Larren rolle- his eyes an- -isappeare- into the Kacb ou the stationf 

checbing the perimeter. Ariaf meanwhilef ha- alrea-y KegVn gathering 
sVppliesf riFing throVgh her pacb uor uoo-.

Y?oV ever ha- canne- Keansf Come ratNY she asbe-f tossing a -ente- 
can my way.

k caVght it awbwar-lyf loobing at the ua-e- laKel. YkIve ha- peruectly 
Kalance- nVtritional portions -esigne- to sVstain the Ko-y.Y

xaW let oVt a low whistle. YAn- k thoVght we ha- it roVgh.Y
YTrVst mefY k sai-f popping the can open with a -Vll click. YktIs not 

as great as it soVn-s.Y
De settle- inf sprea-ing oVt what little uoo- we ha- Ketween Vs. 

The gas stationIs single Ficbering lightf powere- Ky some ancientf 
uailing solar panelf cast long sha-ows across the walls.

De ate in silence8 the only soVn-s were the occasional creab ou the 
win- oVtsi-e an- the -istant howls ou creatVres k -i-nIt want to thinb 
aKoVt. kt wasnIt Vntil Aria shiute- Kesi-e me that she dnally Krobe the 
SViet.

Y?oV hel- yoVr own to-ayfY she a-mitte-f leaning Kacb against the 
wall.

k loobe- at herf sVrprise-. YThat almost soVn-e- libe a compli,
ment.Y

YConIt get Vse- to it.Y
k glance- towar- the others. xaW was showing o9 his bniue tricbs 

to qiaf who loobe- mil-ly Vnimpresse-. Larren ha- taben the drst 
watchf stan-ing —Vst oVtsi-e with his riFe resting against his shoVl-er.

YDhy -o yoV dghtNY k asbe-.
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YDhat -o yoV meanNY
Y?oV coVl-Ive rVn. ?oV coVl-Ive leut all ou this Kehin-. HVt yoV 

-i-nIt. DhyNY
Oor a momentf she -i-nIt answer. Then she sighe-f tilting her hea- 

towar- the ceiling. YHecaVse itIs not aKoVt me. kt never was. The 'eile- 
dght KecaVse we have to. The jyn-icate -oesnIt want Vs alive. ku we 
-onIt pVsh Kacbf we get wipe- oVt. jimple as that.Y

k thoVght aKoVt the KoVnty on my hea-f the way TiKer ha- twiste- 
my uatherIs -eath to —Vstiuy his war. The 'eile- werenIt —Vst some rogVe 
groVp dghting uor sVrvivalBthey were dghting KecaVse they ha- no 
other choice.

YDhat aKoVt yoVf Come ratNY Aria asbe-f nV-ging me with her 
Koot. YDhatIs yoVr eWcVseNY

k hesitate-. Yk -onIt bnow yet.Y
Y?oVIre a terriKle liar.Y
k tense-f KVt she -i-nIt pVsh. knstea-f she stV-ie- me uor a long 

momentf her green eyes reFecting the -im light ou the station. Thenf 
almost casVallyf she sai-f YOathers can Ke intense.Y

k Klinbe-. YDhatNY
Y?oV sai- something aKoVt Mae-in earlier. AKoVt how he rVns 

things. k get it.Y jhe eWhale-f stretching her arms Kehin- her hea-. 
YOathers are libe that.Y

jomething in my chest tightene-.
jhe wasnIt —Vst talbing aKoVt Mae-in.
jhe was talbing aKoVt her uather.
Mae-in. The lea-er ou the 'eile-.
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k stare- at herf the realiJation hitting libe a pVnch to the gVt. jhe 
ha- never sai- it oVtrightf KVt it was there in the way she carrie- herselu 
an- the way the others loobe- at her with respect an- eWpectation.

Aria was Mae-inIs -aVghter.
k opene- my moVthf KVt xaWIs voice interrVpte- Keuore k coVl- say 

anything.
YAlrightf loveKir-sfY he calle- oVt. Yjome ou Vs are trying to en—oy 

oVr last meal Keuore we proKaKly get eaten Ky -esert monsters.Y
Aria rolle- her eyes an- tosse- a can at him. 4e caVght it easilyf 

laVghing.
The tension ease-. The moment passe-.
HVt as k lay Kacbf staring at the cracbe- ceilingf k coVl-nIt shabe the 

thoVght.
k ha- spent my whole liue Keing -edne- Ky my uatherIs name.
An- nowf here k wasf sitting neWt to someone else who carrie- the 

weight ou her uatherIs legacyBeWcept she belonged in this worl-.
k -i-nIt.
At leastf not yet.
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CHAPTER FIVE

BLOOD AND BETAYAL

T he mountain stronghold should have felt like a sanctuary. In-
stead, the air was thick with unease when we passed through 

the steel entrance.
Something was wrong.
I could see how people moved—hurried, whispering in tight clus-

ters, hands hovering over weapons. The bioluminescent veins running 
through the stone walls cast eerie green shadows, but they couldn't 
mask the shift in the air.

We had been gone for less than a day, but everything had changed.
Aria's knuckles whitened as she gripped the wheel of the buggy, her 

eyes scanning the "gures moving within the tunnels. The second she 
killed the engine, she was out, her boots hitting the stone joor hard.

JSomething happened,J she muttered under her breath.
I followed her lead, xumping down and feeling the weight of the 

mountain settle over me. NaG, Bia, and Earren weren't far behind, their 
previous banter from the 6arrens fading into silence. 2ven NaG—who 
had made a xoke about our kill count "ve minutes ago—looked uneasy.
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Lenn, the wiry scout who had delivered the Syndicate war decla-
ration, came sprinting toward us. Ris face was pale, his breath coming 
in ?uick bursts. Jzou need to get to the war room. Bow.J

Aria stiKened. JWhat happened3J
Re hesitated, glancing around as if unsure who might be listening. 

Then, in a low voice, he said, JWe were attacked.J
I felt my stomach drop.
JWhen3J Earren asked.
Lenn wiped the sweat from his forehead. JRours ago. Nust before 

dawn.J Ris eyes darted toward the tunnels, then back to us. JSomeone 
let them in.J

The words hit like a punch to the gut.
Aria's eGpression darkened. JAre you telling me we have a traitor3J
Lenn didn't answer—he didn't have to.
A sickening realiDation settled over me. The qeiled's defenses were 

tight, nearly impossible to breach without inside knowledge. If some-
one had let the enemy in, it wasn't xust a betrayal.

It was an eGecution waiting to happen.
Aria stormed past Lenn, and we followed, weaving through the 

tunnels until we reached the war room. The tension only thickened 
inside.

The chamber was packed. The elders sat in their usual places 
around the stone table, but their faces were grim, their whispered con-
versations clipped and urgent. The walls were lined with "ghters—the 
strongest of the qeiled—all on edge.

Oaedin stood at the head of the table, his arms crossed over his 
chest. Jzou're back,J he said, his glowing green eyes sweeping over our 
group. JEood.J
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Poraak, his usual scowl somehow deeper, slammed a hand on the 
table. JBow tell us, Oaedin—who's the traitor3J

The word hung in the air, unspoken but dangerous.
Oaedin's gaDe didn't waver. JWe don't know yet.J
Poraak let out a bitter laugh. J5f course, we don't.J Ris gaDe jicked 

to Aria, then to me. JWe waste time playing hero in the 6arrens while 
the enemy walks among us.J

Aria bristled. JWe were following orders. 4o you want to blame 
someone3 6lame the bastard who let them in.J

The room rippled with murmurs.
2lder Lynna—who had always been the calmest voice in these 

meetings—spoke up. JWhat do we know about the attack3J
Oaedin eGhaled slowly. JThey targeted the armory and supply 

caches. Rit us fast, moved like they knew the layout.J
A cold chill ran down my spine.
JThey weren't xust raiders,J Earren said.
JBo,J Oaedin con"rmed. JThey were trained.J
Silence.
Then Bia cursed under her breath. JSyndicate.J
The word sent a ripple through the room.
JIf the Syndicate's already moving against us, that means the war 

has started,J NaG said, shifting uncomfortably. JAnd they have someone 
working from the inside.J

Poraak's gaDe landed on me. Jzou. 4ome rat.J
I went rigid.
Jzou show up, and suddenly, we're under attack3J Ris lips curled. 

JThat's ?uite the coincidence.J
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Aria stepped in before I could respond, her voice sharp as a blade. 
JThat's enough.J

Poraak didn't back down. Jzou trust him because you found him 
in the 6arrens3 That means nothing.J Ris eyes locked onto mine. 
JWhere do your loyalties lie, Oael3J

I could feel every eye in the room on me.
The truth lay on my tongue, sharp and ready to slip out. 6ut if I 

told them—if they knew I was Oing Alric's bastard son—would they 
kill me on the spot3 5r would they keep me as leverage, a bargaining 
chip in their war3

I swallowed hard and forced myself to meet Poraak's gaDe.
JI'm here,J I said evenly. JAnd I fought for my life in the 6arrens. I 

have nothing to do with this.J
Poraak narrowed his eyes but didn't press further.
Oaedin looked between us before making his decision. J2nough. 

We don't turn on each other. Bot now.J
Poraak's xaw clenched, but he said nothing.
Oaedin continued. JWe need answers. We need to know who did 

this and be ready for what's coming.J
Ris gaDe shifted to me, then to Aria. Jzou two are going on a 

mission.J
Aria straightened. JWhat kind of mission3J
Oaedin's voice was low, deliberate. JA Syndicate convoy is moving 

through the 6arrens. Reavily guarded. We need to know what they're 
transporting—and if it's connected to this attack.J

A hush fell over the war room.
A direct mission against the Syndicate wasn't something the qeiled 

took lightly. It was dangerous. Leckless. 6ut also necessary.
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Aria didn't hesitate. JWhen do we leave3J
Oaedin didn't blink. JTonight.J
Poraak scoKed. JSending them alone3 A couple of kids.J
JTechnically, we're young adults,J NaG couldn't help but add.
Jzou'll take NaG, Bia, and Earren with you,J Oaedin said. JWe don't 

know what's in those transports, but we need to "nd out.J
JWe need a small, stealthy group we can trust out there while we 

lock things down here.J Re turned to me. JThis is your chance to 
prove that you're with us.J

I nodded, my stomach knotting.
Oaedin's "nal words echoed in my head as the meeting broke apart.
"This war is just beginning."

Bightfall draped the 6arrens in shadow.
The heat that had blistered the land hours ago still lingered, rising 

in waves from the cracked earth, but the air had cooled xust enough to 
bring a false sense of relief. The moon of Inferna hung low, casting an 
eerie glow over the dunes, its pale light distorting the landscape into 
something almost otherworldly.

We crouched behind a crumbling ridge of ancient stone, peering 
down at the Syndicate convoy making its slow crawl across the 6ar-
rens.

There were "ve transport trucks, their reinforced metal frames 
rejecting the moonlight in sharp streaks. Armed escorts janked 
them—armored Syndicate soldiers in desert-grade eGosuits, their rijes 

HH



62B2ATR TR2 6VLBIBE q2IY

glowing faintly with energy cells. The vehicles moved precisely as if 
they were guarding more than xust supplies.

JThere's too much security for xust a weapons shipment,J Aria 
whispered.

JThen what the hell are they transporting3J NaG muttered, adxusting 
the scope of his rije.

J5nly one way to "nd out,J Earren said, his voice low. Re turned 
to me. JWhat do you think, 4ome rat3J

I ignored the xab and studied the convoy. The lead vehicle was 
the biggest—not a supply truck but a modi"ed fortress on wheels. It 
had thick plating, slitted windows, and reinforced tires. That was the 
target.

JIf they're this heavily guarded, they'll have a plan for an ambush,J 
I said. JWe can't hit them head-on.J

Aria nodded approvingly. JWe force them into a choke point.J She 
turned to NaG. Jzou still got those proGimity charges3J

NaG grinned. Jzou doubt me3J Re reached into his pack and pulled 
out three compact eGplosives, each small enough to "t in a palm. JSet 
these in the right spots, and boom—instant blockade.J

J!erfect,J Aria said. JWe funnel them into a kill Done. Take out the 
escorts "rst, then move in on the lead truck.J

Earren cracked his knuckles. JSounds like a plan.J
Bia shifted beside me, her "ngers tightening around the head of her 

blade. JThis better be worth the risk.J
JIt will be,J Aria promised.
We moved ?uickly, keeping low as we navigated the terrain. The 

Syndicate convoy moved steadily but cautiously, their headlights cut-
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ting through the darkness. 2very few minutes, the soldiers swept the 
dunes with thermal scanners.

We worked in pairs.
NaG and Earren set the charges along a narrow pass between two 

rock formations—a perfect ambush point. The road was naturally 
constricted there, meaning the convoy would have no choice but to 
funnel through.

Bia and I positioned ourselves along a separate ridge, lying jat 
against the rocks. Aria took the high ground, an arrow already loaded 
in her bow.

The Syndicate trucks rumbled closer.
NaG's voice crackled over the radio. JThey're in position. Eive the 

word.J
Aria waited. The wind shifted, carrying the scent of scorched sand 

and metal. Nust as the lead truck rolled into the pass, she whispered 
into the radio.

JBow.J
NaG hit the detonator.
The night eGploded.
A wall of jame erupted behind the last truck, sending shockwaves 

rippling through the sand. The convoy lurched to a stop as the rear 
vehicle was torn apart, its twisted metal frame blocking any retreat.

Syndicate soldiers scrambled from the trucks, shouting orders, their 
weapons raised.

I aimed. 6reathe. S?ueeDe the trigger.
The "rst shot caught a soldier in the neck. Re crumpled before he 

even knew what hit him.
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The qeiled struck fast and hard. Aria's arrow sank into a soldier's 
visor, piercing straight through. Bia was already moving, darting be-
tween covers, slicing through Syndicate's armor ruthlessly.

Earren and NaG laid down covering "re, their rijes jashing in rapid 
succession.

The Syndicate fought back—hard. Their weapons hummed with 
deadly energy, streaks of red plasma cutting through the night. The 
sand kicked up around me as a blast hit too close, burning into the 
stone beside my head.

JPoveFJ Aria shouted.
I ducked behind a rock, heart hammering. The Syndicate's armor 

was tough, but their weak spots were eGposed at the xoints—the neck, 
the underarms. Aim there.

I popped up again and "red twice. A soldier collapsed, his rije 
falling from his hands.

The "ght was brutal and fast. 0ontrolled chaos.
Then, movement from the lead truck caught my eye.
The back doors slammed open. Something stepped out.
Bot a soldier. Something else.
The gun"re faltered as a "gure emerged, shackled and collared, its 

form half-hidden in shadow. Py breath hitched.
It wasn't Syndicate.
It was eGperimented on.
A prisoner.
6ut its eyes glowed a sickly blue, unlike the qeiled's green. Its skin 

was pale, almost translucent, and something about its movements was 
wrong—xerky, unnatural.

JWhat the hell is that3J Bia whispered.
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Then, with a shriek that curdled my blood, the thing snapped its 
chains—and attacked.

It moved too fast. 5ne second, it was hunched in the doorway 
of the lead transport truck— the neGt, it was on top of a Syndicate 
soldier, ripping into his throat with unnatural strength. The soldier 
barely had time to scream before his body was tossed aside like a rag 
doll.

J*all backFJ Aria shouted.
6ut the thing wasn't alone.
SiG more emerged from the truck, each collared, their bodies pale 

and warped. Some had patches of eGposed muscle, their veins glowing 
the same sickly blue as their eyes. 5thers bore metal implants along 
their limbs, crude enhancements fused directly into their jesh.

The Syndicate soldiers tried to "ght back but weren't prepared for 
this. They had brought these creatures here—eGperiments, twisted 
remnants of their own prisoners—but now they were losing control.

5ne of the creatures turned its gaDe on me.
It moved before I could react—one second standing still, the neGt 

lunging straight for me.
I "red.
The bullet hit its shoulder, but it barely jinched. Too fast. Too 

strong. It knocked my gun aside, its grip like iron. Py feet left the 
ground as it lifted me eKortlessly, its breath reeking of decay.

I couldn't break free.
Then—an arrow.
Aria's shot buried deep into its eGposed ribcage. The creature 

screeched, dropping me as it stumbled backward.
JPoveFJ Aria grabbed my arm and pulled me up.
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The battle"eld was chaos. The Syndicate forces were being torn 
apart by the very things they had tried to contain. Their screams 
echoed through the dunes as the creatures ripped into them, uncaring 
of who they killed.

NaG "red his rije in short, controlled bursts. JThese things don't die 
easyFJ

Bia danced between them, her blades jashing as she struck at their 
xoints. 5ne went down, but another lunged at her from behind.

Earren tackled it mid-air, slamming it into the sand. Re pressed his 
rije against its skull and "red point-blank.

The thing convulsed violently, then stilled.
I grabbed my gun from the ground, panting. JWhat the hell are 

these things3J
JSyndicate science,J Aria spat. JThis is what they do. They don't 

xust kill people—they turn them into monsters.J
5ne of the creatures—larger than the rest—let out an ear-piercing 

howl. The others responded in kind, their blue-glowing eyes jickering 
as if they were synchroniDed.

Then they turned on us.
JLunFJ
The "ve of us sprinted for the nearest cover—an overturned Syn-

dicate vehicle. The remaining Syndicate soldiers scattered, and those 
who could still run abandoned their posts.

5ne of the creatures leaped after us. NaG whipped around and "red 
his rije, but it kept coming.

Then—a thunderous eGplosion.
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The ground shook as james erupted from the lead truck, engul"ng 
two of the creatures. The blast threw sand and debris high into the air, 
momentarily blinding us.

I hit the ground hard. Py ears rang, and my vision blurred from the 
force of the impact.

I blinked through the dust. Syndicate reinforcements were coming.
I saw them—more armored vehicles approaching from the hori-

Don, red Syndicate insignias jashing in the dark.
JWe need to get out of hereFJ Bia yelled, shaking me.
Aria was already hauling NaG to his feet. Earren grabbed a half-con-

scious Syndicate soldier—our only chance at getting answers.
We didn't wait.
We ran.
The last thing I saw before we vanished into the dunes was one of 

the creatures still standing in the wreckage, watching us leave.
Its glowing blue eyes never blinked.
HHH 
The 6arrens swallowed us whole.
We ran until the wreckage was nothing but a distant glow against 

the horiDon, the Syndicate reinforcements chasing ghosts in the dunes. 
The silence out here was unnerving—a vast emptiness where anything 
could lurk beneath the sand.

We didn't stop running until we reached an abandoned outpost, 
a half-buried ruin made of crumbling stone and rusted metal, barely 
standing against the wind. It wasn't much, but it was shelter.

NaG collapsed against a broken wall, panting. JI hate running,J he 
muttered between gasps.
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Jzou should work on your endurance,J Bia said, not nearly as out 
of breath.

JI prefer shooting things.J
Aria ignored them, checking the bindings on our captive.
The Syndicate soldier sat slumped against a pile of debris, his hands 

and feet bound tightly with scavenged rope. Ris armor was dented, his 
face streaked with dirt, dried blood, and a scar that covered most of his 
face. Re hadn't stirred since we threw him into the back of the buggy 
and made our escape.

Vntil now.
I saw his "ngers twitch "rst. Then his head rolled slightly before his 

eyes juttered open.
Aria noticed, stepping closer, bow in hand. Jzou're awake. Eood. 

Bow start talking.J
The soldier groaned, his body stiK from being tied up. Re glanced 

around at the group of us surrounding him, siDing up the situation.
JI'm not saying a damn thing,J he "nally muttered, his voice rough. 

J2specially to a bunch of kids.J
Jzoung adults, actually,J NaG added. JAnd these young adults xust 

took down your entire convoy.J
Jzou have no idea what you unleashed into this world,J the soldier 

laughed hysterically.
Aria crouched in front of him and pressed her "ngers into the 

wound on his shoulder. JSee, that's the wrong answer. 6ecause right 
now, you're the only thing standing between us and an entire Syndi-
cate battalion hunting us down. So you're going to talk.J

Re spit at her feet. JOill me or let me go. 2ither way, I'm not telling 
you anything.J

CM



6LAB45B L5RL6AVER

NaG sighed, pulling his knife from his belt and twirling it between 
his "ngers. JPan, I was hoping we could avoid the intimidation thing 
tonight.J

Earren, silent until now, crossed his arms. JRe's xust a grunt. Re 
probably doesn't know anything important.J

JThat doesn't mean he's useless,J Bia said. JThe Syndicate was 
eGperimenting on prisoners. We need to know what they were doing 
to them, how far it's gone.J

J4o we3J NaG asked. JYook, I get wanting information, but we've 
got bigger problems. Those things back there3 They weren't human 
anymore. And if the Syndicate is making more of them, we need to 
get back to the qeiled and warn them.J

JWe can't xust let him go,J Aria said. JIf we do, he'll go straight back 
to the Syndicate and tell them eGactly where we are.J

The argument escalated ?uickly. Bia wanted to interrogate him 
more. Earren wanted to leave him behind in the dunes. Surprisingly, 
NaG leaned toward xust killing him and avoiding the risk altogether.

I stayed silent.
The soldier was watching me.
Bot in the way someone watches their captors, not with hatred or 

de"ance. Ris gaDe was as if he'd been reunited with an old friend.
Then—he whispered.
5nly for me.
JI know who you are.J
Py mind immediately raced back to when I was youngerI a man 

with a curled scar across his face had been assigned to the guards who 
looked after me. Re had been promoted to leading convoys months 
later.
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JOael Solaryn,J he whispered again. JPy my, have you grown.J
I felt like the ground beneath me had vanished.
Bo one else reacted. Bo one else had heard. 6ut I did. And that was 

enough.
Re knew.
I was dead if he told them—if he uttered a single word.
!anic clawed at my throat, but I forced my face to remain neutral. 

I couldn't let them see.
I crouched neGt to him, pressing a hand to his shoulder as if I were 

checking his bindings. Yowering my voice xust enough.
JOeep your mouth shut,J I whispered. JAnd I'll get you out of here.J
Ris breathing was ragged, but his lips twitched into a smirk.
JI knew it,J he murmured. Jzou're xust like your father.J
I s?ueeDed his arm hard enough to bruise. JShut up.J
Aria's voice cut through the tension. JOael3J
I looked up sharply, hoping my face wasn't betraying me.
She was watching me, suspicious but not yet alarmed.
Jzou okay3J she asked.
Jzeah,J I said, standing too fast. JI—yeah.J
The soldier's smirk didn't fade, but he said nothing else.
Aria didn't look convinced, but she let it drop. JWe can't waste any 

more time. We're heading back before "rst light.J
Earren frowned. JWhat about him3J
JTake him with us for now,J Aria said. JWe'll decide what to do with 

him when we get back to the qeiled.J
I nodded as I agreed.
6ut my mind was spinning.
I had xust made a deal with the enemy.
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And I had no idea if I could keep it.

The desert night was colder than I eGpected.
The heat that had beaten us down during the day vanished, re-

placed by a bone-chilling wind that howled through the broken ruins 
around us. The stars above felt vast, stretching endlessly in a sky darker 
than anything I had ever seen inside the 4omes. It was unsettling—too 
open, too eGposed.

The soldier sat bound near the remains of an old, rusted-out vehi-
cle, his eGpression unreadable. Re knew my secret. And I knew that if 
I didn't "nd a way to silence him, everything I had built here—every-
thing I was pretending to be—would crumble.

6ut there was a bigger problem.
2rya, my mother.
I needed to know where she was.
I clenched my "sts. JI have an idea,J I said suddenly.
The others looked up from where they had been gathering supplies. 

Aria's eyes narrowed. J5h yeah3J
JWe make a deal with him,J I said. JRe tells us where 2rya is, and 

we let him go.J
NaG scoKed. Jzou want to let him go3 Are you insane3J
JRe's no good to us dead,J I said, steadying my voice. JAnd if we kill 

him, we'll never know what happened to her.J
Earren crossed his arms. JWhat makes you think he even knows 

where she is3J
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J6ecause he does.J I turned to the soldier, locking eyes with him. 
J4on't you3J

The soldier smiled, slow and smug. Re was enxoying this.
JI might,J he said, shifting against his bindings. J6ut what guaran-

tees do I have that you'll keep your word3J
Jzou don't,J Aria snapped. J6ut I suggest you take your chances.J
The soldier chuckled. J*ine,J he said. Jzou want to know where she 

is3J Ris grin widened. J0ryostone.J
The name sent a shockwave through me.
0ryostone.
A 4ome that wasn't xust another stronghold for the Syndicate—it 

was where they kept their darkest secrets. A place rumored to be "lled 
with the last remnants of 5ld 2arth's knowledge, froDen archives of 
lost technologyJ and the Syndicate's most classi"ed eGperiments.

Aria stiKened beside me. J0ryostone3 That's impossible. The Syn-
dicate doesn't take prisoners there. It's a research facility.J

JBot anymore,J the soldier said, his voice low. J2rya was taken there 
weeks ago. They're not xust holding her. They're eGperimenting on 
her.J

I saw red.
I didn't think. I didn't hesitate.
I moved.
Py "st collided with his xaw, snapping his head to the side. Re let 

out a grunt of pain, but I didn't stop.
I hit him again. And again.
I wasn't in control anymore. It was rage—pure, blinding rage.
Ris words echoed in my skull. 2Gperimenting on her.
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Images jashed in my mind—my mother, bound in a lab, subxected 
to whatever horrors the Syndicate had planned.

I lost count of how many times I hit him before strong hands 
grabbed me, yanking me backward.

JOael, stopFJ Aria's voice was sharp, cutting through the haDe.
I struggled against themI my breath ragged, and my vision blurred. 

The soldier lay slumped against the sand, his face bloodied, barely 
conscious.

The others were staring at me.
Too long. Too confused. Too suspicious.
JWhat the hell was that3J Bia asked.
Earren frowned, wiping his hands on his pants. Jzou don't even 

know her, Oael. Why do you care this much3J
I forced my breathing to steady, forcing down the panic. I had 

snapped. I had lost control. And now, they were ?uestioning me.
I had to "G this.
JIJ I xust hate the Syndicate,J I muttered, looking away. JWhat they 

do to people. The things they get away with.J
Aria didn't look convinced, but she let it drop.
NaG let out a breath, glancing at the soldier. JWell, he's barely alive, 

but he's alive. Euess he gets to walk free after all.J
The soldier groaned, his swollen eye barely opening. Re spat blood 

onto the sand and let out a weak laugh. Jzou hit like your father.J
I clenched my xaw, but I said nothing.
Bo one else caught the words. Bo one else knew what he meant.
Re was still playing his game.
Aria sighed, rolling her shoulders. J*ine. Yet him go.J
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NaG cut the bindings from his wrists, and the soldier slowly pulled 
himself to his feet, staggering like a dead man walking.

JWalk,J Aria said, nodding toward the dunes. Jzou go back to the 
SyndicateI you tell them nothing. 5therwise, neGt time, we won't be 
so nice.J

The soldier gave one last smirk before turning. Re limped into the 
desert, step by step, disappearing into the vast darkness.

Bo one spoke.
The moment stretched between us like an invisible thread, pulled 

too tight.
Then—it snapped.
The sand beneath the soldier eGploded.
A monstrous screech "lled the air as a sand wraith erupted from the 

dunes, its circular mouth gaping open.
6efore the soldier could scream, it swallowed him whole.
Eone.
Nust like that.
The only sound was the wind whistling through the ruins.
NaG eGhaled. JWell. That xust happened.J
Bia shuddered. JWe should go. Bow.J
Aria didn't hesitate. JPoveFJ
We scrambled into the buggies. Aria revved the engine, kicking up 

dust as we sped into the night.
6ut my mind was far from here.
0ryostone.
Py mother was there.
And I was going to get her back.
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CHAPTER SIX

RECKLESS HEARTS AND 
WAR PLANS

T he ride back to the Veiled's stronghold was silent.

Not the kind of silence that came from exhaustion, though 
that was deynitel— thereSthe weight of the mission, the p—ndicate's 
ex-eriments, the encounter with the mutated creatures, and the solv
dier's gruesome end all settled oBer us like a suIocating blanket.

Aut this silence was diIerent. Jt was heaB—, lingering, ylled with 
thoughts none dared to sa— aloud.

J gri--ed the bugg—'s frame as jria maneuBered through the rock— 
terrain, the wind whi--ing against m— face. Wax droBe ahead, kicking 
u- a trail of dust behind him, and for once, eBen he wasn't talking.

The Veiled's mountain fortress loomed in the distance, the faint 
green bioluminescence -ulsing from the caBern o-enings like Beins 
beneath the skin. Jt was a safe haBen, but after what we had Kust seen, 
eBen safet— felt like an illusion.

Hhen we -ulled into the underground tunnels that serBed as the 
Veiled's garage, 8aedin and seBeral warriors were alread— waiting for 
us. 0is shar- green e—es scanned us as we -arked, his arms crossed oBer 
his chest, his ex-ression unreadable.
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He climbed out of the buggies, the crunch of boots on graBel 
breaking the silence. No one s-oke. Not —et.

Then, 8aedin did.
…Tell me eBer—thing.…
He stood in the war room again, but this time, the weight of our 

words felt heaBier.
Wax leaned against a table, arms crossed. Nia sat -erched on a crate, 

her ex-ression tight. "arren stood near the doorwa—, eBer the silent 
obserBer. jt the same time, jria alwa—s faced the elders with the same 
steel in her -osture.

jnd meF J tried to kee- m— hands from shaking.
jria ste--ed forward. …The p—ndicate was trans-orting somev

thingM something twisted. Jt wasn't Kust -risoners.…
L—nna furrowed her brows. …Rx-lain.…
…The— were ex-erimenting on -eo-le,… jria said. …Turning them 

into something else.…
The room stilled.
…The— looked human, but the— weren't,… J added, forcing the words 

-ast the lum- in m— throat. …ptronger. 1aster. paBage. ?ike the—'d 
beenM changed.…

8aedin's ex-ression darkened. …jnd —ou're certain of thisF…
jria scoIed. …He fought them and eBen ca-tured a soldier.…
Doraak, standing beside 8aedin, let out a slow exhale, shaking his 

head. …This is what we feared. The p—ndicate has alwa—s ex-erimented 
on their -risoners, but if the—'Be moBed to fullvscale mutations, this 
war Kust changed.…

8aedin studied each of us, reading between the lines. …jnd the 
p—ndicate soldier —ou ca-turedF…
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Cead.
0e was eaten aliBe b— a sand wraith before he could tell an—one that 

8ael polar—n was aliBe.
Aut J couldn't sa— that.
…Rr—a and her team are aliBe, taken to 2r—ostone,… "arren said. 
8aedin exhaled shar-l—, turning to the other elders. The— whisv

-ered among themselBes, tension crackling in the air.
1inall—, 8aedin turned back to us. …No more reckless missions. This 

was dangerous and careless. Jf the p—ndicate is trul— creating theseM 
abominations, then we need to be smarter. No one goes to 2r—ostone 
alone. GnderstoodF…

J clenched m— ysts. Rr—a was in 2r—ostone. RBer— second wasted was 
another second she s-ent suIering in a p—ndicate lab.

Aut J couldn't -ush too hard. Not —et.
jria, howeBer, wasn't backing down. …pitting around won't change 

what's ha--ening. He need to act before the p—ndicate turns those 
creatures loose on the Aarrens. jnd if Rr—a is reall— thereS…

8aedin's glare was shar- enough to cut steel. …J said no one is going 
alone.…

The words weren't u- for debate.
8aedin motioned to the others. …This meeting is oBer. Lest u-. 

He'll strategiqe in the morning.…
The room em-tied.
Aut m— mind was alread— moBing.
Aecause waiting wasn't an o-tion.
jnd J sure as hell wasn't going to let the Veiled decide if m— mother 

liBed or died.
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The Veiled's mountain fortress was restless, eBen in the dead of night.
1aint murmurs echoed from dee-er tunnels where warriors shar-v

ened wea-ons, whis-ers of war -lans drifting through the corridors 
like smoke. Aut it was 3uiet u- here, where the air was thin, and the 
stars burned cold.

J sat on the cliI's edge, staring out at the Aarrens. The endless 
stretch of sand and ruin glowed under the -ale light of Jnferna's moon, 
making it look almostM -eaceful.

Jt wasn't.
This world was a graBe—ard. j wasteland ylled with p—ndicate 

monsters, 1eralkind, and the worst of humanit—. Aut eBen knowing 
that, J couldn't sto- looking.

…Pou're brooding again.…
J turned at the sound of jria's Boice.
0er arms crossed, she stood Kust behind me, her dark hair catching 

in the wind. 0er green e—es glowed faintl— in the moonlight, otherv
worldl—, like the— held secrets onl— she understood.

…Cidn't hear —ou coming,… J admitted.
…That's because J didn't want to be heard,… she said, moBing closer.
phe sat beside me, close enough that J could feel her warmth des-ite 

the cool night air. Neither of us s-oke for a moment, Kust watching the 
world below.

1inall—, she broke the silence. …Hhat's going on in that head of 
—oursF…

J hesitated. There were too man— things J couldn't sa—.

E4



ALjNCzN Lz0LAjG"0

The truthF J was -lanning to sneak into 2r—ostone.
The bigger truthF J didn't want her to sto- me.
…J don't know,… J lied. …J guess J'm Kust thinking about what ha--ens 

next.…
jria let out a dr— laugh. …That's —our -roblem. zBerthinking. Pou 

don't haBe time for that in the Aarrens. Pou act, or —ou die.…
…That -hiloso-h— working for —ouF…
phe smirked. …po far.…
J glanced at her out of the corner of m— e—e. …Pou alwa—s this good 

at giBing adBiceF…
…znl— when it's needed.… phe nudged me with her shoulder, softer 

than J ex-ected. …Pou're not as bad as J thought, Come rat.…
J raised an e—ebrow. …Js that a com-limentF…
…Con't -ush it.…
j comfortable silence settled between us. The wind stirred the sand 

below, carr—ing whis-ers of old ruins and forgotten battles.
Then she sighed. …J don't trust -eo-le easil—, 8ael.…
J looked at her then. 0er face was unreadable, but her hands were 

curled into loose ysts, her yngers twitching like she wanted to grab 
onto something but didn't know how.

…J noticed,… J said carefull—.
jria exhaled shar-l—, shaking her head. …Pou came out of nowhere. 

jnd now —ou're here, throwing —ourself into our war, yghting things 
—ou barel— understand. J don't get —ou.…

…Pou think J haBe some kind of hidden agendaF…
…5eo-le don't Kust run into the Aarrens without a reason.… phe 

turned toward me full— now, her glowing gaqe locking onto mine. …po, 
tell me, 8ael. Hhat's —our reasonF…
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j yne line.
J had to balance it.
Too much truth, and J'd lose eBer—thing.
Too man— lies, and J'd lose her.
J forced m—self to breathe eBenl—. …J told —ouSJ was exiled from 

Verdanix. J had nowhere else to go.…
0er e—es narrowed slightl—. phe didn't belieBe me.
…Pou don't act like someone who Kust got kicked out of -aradise,… 

she murmured. …Pou act like someone running from something.…
phe wasn't wrong.
J turned back to the horiqon. …?et's Kust sa—M J lost eBer—thing. jnd 

J'm not interested in watching an—one else lose what's im-ortant to 
them.…

jria was 3uiet for a long time. Then, ynall—S…That's the closest 
thing to an honest answer J'Be heard from —ou.…

J risked a glance at her. phe was watching me again, but something 
softer was in her ex-ression this time like she was seeing me for the yrst 
time, not Kust as another surBiBor, but as someone honest.

The s-ace between us felt smaller.
J didn't moBe. Neither did she.
0er breath was slow, her li-s slightl— -arted, and for a secondSKust 

a secondSJ might kiss her.
ThenS
…jww, look at them,… Nia's Boice cut through the 3uiet.
Wax's laugh followed. …zh, this is rich.…
jria sna--ed back so fast that she nearl— fell oI the cliI. J turned 

to see Wax, Nia, and "arren standing a few feet awa—, all looking wa— 
too amused.
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Wax grinned. …Cid we interru-t somethingF…
…Pou're interru-ting m— -atience,… jria muttered, standing u- too 

fast.
Nia smirked. …Pou gu—s looked -rett— coq—.…
"arren Kust shook his head. …This is cute, but we'Be got a -roblem.…
The teasing dro--ed instantl—. jria straightened. …Hhat kind of 

-roblemF…
"arren's ex-ression was unreadable, but his words weren't.
…He oBerheard the elders,… he said. …The—'re -lanning an attack on 

2r—ostone.…
jria stiIened. …That's not -ossible. 8aedin said we weren't read—.…
…The—'re doing it an—wa—,… Nia said. …jnd if the— go in blind, the—'ll 

get slaughtered.…
D— heart -ounded. 2r—ostone. D— mother. The ex-eriments.
J stood, locking e—es with jria.
…He haBe to go,… J said.
phe didn't argue.
phe Kust nodded.

The news of the p—ndicate's ex-eriments s-read fast, and tensions ran 
high. Harriors -re-ared wea-ons, runners carried messages between 
the elders, and hushed conBersations ylled the stone halls.

He had onl— been gone a da—, but the world had changed in that 
short time.
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jria led the wa—, -ushing through the winding tunnels until we 
reached the lower leBels of the strongholdSthe archiBes. Jf secrets 
were to be found, the— would be buried here.

The chamber was diml— lit, with lanterns casting 9ickering shadows 
across shelBes stacked high with old documents, scaBenged ma-s, and 
books salBaged from the ruins of the zld Horld.

j single ygure stood in the middle of the room, hunched oBer a 
table coBered in -archment.

…0ello, "ram-s,… jria said, kissing him on the cheek. …8ael, this is 
m— grandfather, Tallis.…

0e was one of the oldest Veiled still liBingShis hair white as bone, 
his face carBed with dee- lines. Gnlike the warriors who s-ent their 
da—s training, Tallis was a historian and a strategist. 0e had liBed long 
enough to know more than most.

jnd if an—one knew what was ha--ening inside 2r—ostone, it was 
him.

0e didn't look u- as we entered, his hands gliding oBer a —ellowed 
-age. …J heard —ou returned.… 0is Boice was rough but not unkind. 
…jnd J heard —ou lost —our onl— lead.…

J clenched m— Kaw. …He need information.…
0e sighed, ynall— looking at me. 0is e—esSonce a bright Veiled 

greenShad faded with age, but the— still held a shar-ness that made 
it clear he missed nothing. 0e grabbed m— hands, rubbed m— -alms, 
o-ened m— e—es wide, and checked m— teeth.

…Pou don't eBen know what —ou're looking for,… he said.
J ste--ed closer. …Then tell us.…
…jria, —ou know —ou're m— faBorite grandchild, but J can't talk to 

—ou behind —our father's back.…
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…"ram-s, J'm —our onl— grandchildG it can be our little secret.… phe 
said, -ushing an unlabeled, rusted can close to him.

…zoh, m— faBorite.…
Tallis studied me, then let out a slow breath. 0e -icked u- a -archv

ment and laid it 9at on the table.
j ma- of 2r—ostone.
The Come was unlike the others. Jt wasn't built for agriculture or 

wea-ons manufacturing, and it wasn't designed to house the p—nv
dicate's elite. 2r—ostone was a relic of the old world, a -lace where 
knowledge had been hoarded and twisted into something far worse.

…5roKect "enesis,… Tallis murmured, running his yngers along the 
ma-. …Jt was neBer Kust about creating wea-ons.…

J swallowed hard. …Then what is itF…
Tallis looked at me, his ex-ression unreadable. …Jt's about -la—ing 

god.…
The room went still.
Wax muttered a curse under his breath. Nia leaned oBer the table, 

stud—ing the ma- with a dee- frown.
Tallis continued, his Boice grim. …1or —ears, the p—ndicate has been 

ex-erimenting with human geneticsStr—ing to unlock something 
buried in our CNj. pome belieBe it's a wa— to enhance soldiers. zthers 
think the—'re seeking immunit— against the radiation that lingers in 
some -laces. Aut it's worse than that.…

0is e—es locked onto mine. …The—'re tr—ing to make somethingM 
new.…

j chill ran down m— s-ine.
jria's ex-ression was dark. …jnd Rr—aF… she asked.
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Tallis hesitated, his yngers curling against the table's surface. …The 
s-ies sa— that Rr—a is the onl— one who surBiBed eBer— ex-eriment 
the—'Be thrown at her.…

J struggled to kee- m— face neutral. The—'Be been testing on her. 
Torturing her. jnd she surBiBed it all.

jria exhaled. …That means the—'re not done with her.…
…The—'re not,… Tallis conyrmed. …jnd if —ou go after her, —ou won't 

Kust be yghting soldiers. Pou'll be facing something much worse.…
J swallowed -ast the tightness in m— throat. …He're going after her 

an—wa—.…
Tallis's gaqe didn't waBer. …Then —ou better be read— for what's 

waiting inside 2r—ostone. J assure —ou, bo—, —ou will ynd more than 
humans there.…

He nodded and went to leaBe as Tallis grabbed m— arm. J turned 
back to him as the others exited.

…p—ndicate ro—alt— in m— Ber— -resence,… he whis-ered. …Con't worv
r—. J know —ou're one of the good ones.…

…0ow did —ou knowF… J gas-ed.
…J was there when —ou were born. 0ow do —ou think Rr—a ended u- 

hereF Pour mother was a dear friend of 8aedin's, and we had to saBe 
her when we heard the— were going to exile her.…

…8ael, are —ou comingF… jria called.
J nodded to Tallis before leaBing the room.
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He stood outside the su--l— chamber an hour later, checking wea-ons 
and gathering gear.

J -ulled the stra-s of m— -ack tighter, m— thoughts still s-inning. 
The others were talking in low Boices, but J barel— heard them.

jria nudged m— shoulder. …Pou goodF…
J forced a smirk. …Ceyne 'good.'…
phe rolled her e—es but didn't -ush further.
Nia tightened the stra-s on her kniBes. …J still think this is insane.…
Wax grinned. …That's what makes it fun.…
"arren remained 3uiet, but his -resence was solid, stead—. 0e 

wasn't the t—-e to waste words, but he fought with -ur-ose when he 
fought.

…He leaBe before sunrise,… J said, m— Boice stead—. …No one can know 
we're gone until it's too late to sto- us.…

Wax smirked. …po, a stealth mission. jlwa—s wanted to do one of 
those.…

Nia sighed. …Wust don't get us all killed.…
jria met m— gaqe. …Pou better not slow us down, Come rat.…
J smirked. …Houldn't dream of it.…
He ynished -re-aring in silence, the weight of what we were about 

to do settling oBer us.
2r—ostone was waiting.
jnd whether we surBiBed or not, we were going in.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

THE INFILTRATION OF 
CRYOSTONE

T he Barrens stretched endlessly before us, a wasteland of cracked 
earth and shifting dunes bathed in the pale glow of the moon 

overhead. Our two dune buggies roared across the night-scoured 
landscape, kicking up waves of dust that disappeared into the abyss of 
the horizon.

The heat from the day still clung to the air, thick and suAocating, 
yet the night carried a bitter chill. q cruel contradiction. The Barrens 
were full of those.

qria drove Iuickly, her gloved hands gripping the wheel as she ma-
neuvered through the treacherous terrain. J sat beside her, one hand 
clutching the metal frame while the other rested on my gun. Behind 
us, in the second buggy, xa' whooped loudly as they launched over a 
dune, their vehicle"s headlights bouncing wildly in the dark.

YNou"d think we were going to a party,Y J muttered.
qria snorted. YThat"s xa' for you. Jf he"s not running his mouth or 

showing oA, he"s probably dead.Y
J glanced back at the others. Gia sat beside xa', her hood pulled low, 

eyes scanning the desert with sharp intent. 9arren was ever silent in the 
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back, his riWe slung across his lap. Ue hadn"t said much since we left, 
but 9arren never spoke unless he had something important to say.

The only sound was the steady thrum of the engines, an eerie con-
trast to the Iuiet vastness of the Barrens. Cor all its dangers, there was 
something unsettling about how empty it could feel, like the silence 
was waiting to be broken.

YSe should be careful once we hit ?ryostone"s perimeter,Y qria 
said, eyes locked on the horizon. YLyndicate patrols sweep the outer 
defenses at night, and the last thing we need is for them to see us 
coming.Y

YUow close are wePY J asked.
Lhe Wicked a glance at the coordinates on her wrist device. Y—ess 

than twenty miles. Jf we keep this pace, we"ll reach the ice ravine in an 
hour.Y

?ryostone.
J had heard about it for years, whispered warnings traded in the 

halls of Lolaris jrime. The Lyndicate"s cold fortress stores knowledge, 
history, and secrets that are too dangerous to be allowed in the open 
Homes. But now J knew the truth2?ryostone was also where jroEect 
9enesis was born, where prisoners were turned into monsters.

qnd where my mother was waiting.
The thought sent a sharp, electric current down my spine.
xa'"s voice crackled over the radio. YLo, Iuestion2on a scale from 

"mildly suicidal" to "there"s no way in hell we"re getting out of this alive," 
where does this mission rankPY

Gia"s voice cut in, dry as ever. YJ"d say somewhere between "com-
plete lunacy" and "we probably should have left you behind."Y

YUarsh,Y xa' muttered.
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Yqccurate,Y 9arren added.
qria smirked. YThe way J see it, if we get caught, we"re dead. Jf we 

succeed, we will probably still die. Lo, somewhere in the middle.Y
J sighed. YCantastic.Y
The Eoke settled awkwardly between us because we all knew the 

truth. This wasn"t some reckless raid or desperate survival test2this 
was a one-way mission.

There was no backup. Go second chances. Jf we failed, we would 
never see the Keiled again.

J pulled my scarf tighter over my mouth as the wind picked up, 
sending 3ne grains of sand into the buggy. J could feel qria watching 
me from the corner of her eye.

YNou okayPY she asked, her voice softer now.
J nodded, but the weight of everything pressed down like a vice. YJ 

Eust4 J need to 3nd her.Y
qria didn"t push for more. Lhe didn"t need to. Lhe Eust nodded and 

focused back on the road ahead.
J appreciated that about her. Lhe knew when to press and when to 

let silence do the talking.
The landscape ahead began to change. The golden dunes gave way 

to a Watter, more rigid surface2black, cracked stone that shimmered 
faintly under the moonlight. The temperature dropped. The heat of 
the Barrens faded, replaced by a creeping chill that seeped into my 
bones.

?ryostone was close.
xa'"s buggy pulled up beside us, his grin visible even in the dim light. 

YLo, when we get in, what"s the planP Mnock on the front door and ask 
nicelyPY
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Gia elbowed him. YSe"re taking the tunnels, idiot.Y
YDight, right,Y he waved her oA. YCorgot we were breaking in a fun 

way.Y
The tunnels are ancient maintenance shafts buried beneath the 

facility. They are remnants of the old world before the Lyndicate re-
purposed ?ryostone into a fortress. Jf the intel was right, they should 
lead into the lower levels undetected.

Yqssuming the tunnels aren"t caved in,Y 9arren added grimly.
YOptimism, 9arren,Y xa' teased. YTry it sometime.Y
qria slowed the buggy, bringing us to a stop Eust before the edge 

of a massive ice ravine. Jt looked like a canyon of frozen death2sheer 
walls of ice stretching deep into the ground, mist rising from unseen 
depths. 

?ryostone was the 3rst Home to harness the sun"s energy and the 
oil pits it sat on and convert it into frozen matter. They somehow 
harnessed it and created temperature-controlled Homes that J grew up 
in. This one, however, they kept e'tra cold to preserve their secrets of 
the past. The entrance to the tunnels was somewhere down there.

J peered over the edge, my breath fogging in the frigid air. YSell, 
that"s4 welcoming.Y

qria unbuckled her harness. Y…veryone out. Se"re walking from 
here.Y

The others climbed out, pulling their scarves tighter against the 
cold. J followed, my boots crunching against the frost-covered ground. 
The temperature had dropped by at least thirty degrees from the 
Barrens, and my body was adEusting uncomfortably to the shift.

Gia took the lead, activating a holo-map on her wristband, proEect-
ing an old blueprint of ?ryostone"s underground infrastructure. YThe 
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entrance should be about a Iuarter-mile down. There"s a cave system 
that connects to the tunnels. Jf we"re lucky, it"s still intact.Y

xa' rubbed his arms. YIf we're lucky? That"s comforting.Y
qria adEusted her gear, eyes scanning the area. Y6ove fast, stay Iuiet. 

Se don"t know if Lyndicate scouts are watching.Y
The 3ve of us descended into the icy canyon, the walls towering 

above us like frozen sentinels. The deeper we went, the Iuieter every-
thing became. The howling wind faded, replaced by the soft crack of 
ice shifting beneath our boots. ?ryostone was the least guarded Home 
on the outside because it was literary an impenetrable fortress. …ven 
the world-ending energy of the sun couldn"t hurt it7 in fact, the sun 
fed the Home energy to grow the ice higher and harder.

The tunnel entrance loomed ahead2a dark, gaping maw carved 
into the rock, leading into the unknown.

J took a deep breath.
This was it.
Go turning back.
Yqlright,Y qria whispered, stepping forward. Y—et"s get inside before 

we freeze to death.Y
The team nodded, and we disappeared into the darkness one by 

one.
?ryostone awaited.

The tunnel swallowed us whole.
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?old, damp air clung to my skin as we stepped inside, the weight of 
the frozen earth pressing down from all sides. The entrance was little 
more than a Eagged hole in the canyon wall, hidden beneath layers of 
ice and rock as if the world had tried to bury whatever lay within.

qria led the way, her bow drawn, steps carefully. J followed closely 
behind, my 3ngers tight around the grip of my handgun. The tunnel 
was pitch black, e'cept for the faint glow of bioluminescent veins in 
the frozen walls2pale blue streaks that pulsed faintly, casting eerie 
shadows across our faces.

xa' let out a low whisper. Y?reepy. J like it.Y
YTry not to echo your stupidity through the entire cave,Y Gia mut-

tered, checking the holo-map on her wrist. YSe don"t know what"s 
waiting for us down here.Y

YDela',Y xa' grinned. YShat"s the worst that could happenPY
9arren shot him a dark look. YNou really need to stop saying things 

like that.Y
The ground beneath us sloped downward, forcing us into a steep 

descent. The ice beneath our boots was slick, threatening to grab us at 
any moment. J kept close to the wall, my breaths fogging in the frigid 
air.

The deeper we went, the colder it became.
This wasn"t like the Barrens2brutal in its heat, relentless in its 

sun-scorched hostility. This was a diAerent kind of death. The cold 
here wasn"t natural. Jt was manufactured.

?ryostone"s inWuence ran deep.
YUow much furtherPY J asked, my voice barely above a whisper.
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Gia scanned the map. YThe access tunnels should be about a mile 
in. Jf the schematics are accurate, they"ll take us directly beneath the 
Lyndicate facility.Y

Yqnd if they"re notPY
xa' grinned. YThen we freeze to death before the Lyndicate even gets 

a shot at us.Y
YCantastic.Y
Se pressed forward in silence, the tunnel stretching like an endless 

throat of ice. J forced myself to focus, but the cold was relentless. 
Linking into my bones, it made every movement slower and heavier.

Then J heard it.
q low hum.
Got the kind of sound made by wind or shifting ice. This was 

mechanical2unnatural.
J held up a hand. YSait.Y
The others froze.
qria"s eyes Wicked to mine. YShatPY
J strained to listen. The hum grew louder. Lteady. julsing.
YLomething"s ahead.Y
Gia rechecked the map, her brow furrowing. YThat"s not on the 

schematics.Y
YShich meansPY xa' asked.
YShich means something new is down here.Y
The 3ve of us e'changed wary glances. Se were about to step into 

unknown territory.
YShere are all of the guardsPY 9arren pulled out his riWe and 

checked the clip. YSe keep moving. ?arefully.Y
qria nodded, her grip on her bow tightening. YLtay sharp.Y
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Se moved forward, slower now, weapons raised. The hum con-
tinued, vibrating through the walls like a distant heartbeat. The air 
smelled diAerent2metallic, sterile2not like the frozen wilderness 
above.

qnd then we saw it.
The tunnel opened into a massive underground chamber.
J stopped cold.
6etal pillars lined the space, stretching high into the darkness 

above. Their surfaces were covered in frost, but underneath, J could 
see the Lyndicate"s unmistakable mark2a silver insignia etched into 
each one. The hum was coming from them.

YShat the hell is thisPY xa' whispered.
J stepped closer, running my gloved 3ngers over one of the pillars. 

The metal was smooth, unnaturally cold.
q small glass window on the side of the pillar sat in front of us.
6y stomach dropped.
There was something inside.
J moved closer, wiping away the frost. 6y pulse increased as J 

realized what J was looking at.
q face.
…yes closed. Lkin pale and frozen.
Luspended inside the pillar.
J staggered back.
YThey"re people,Y J breathed. YThese are pods.Y
The others rushed forward, peering into the nearby capsules.
Gia"s face paled. YThis isn"t Eust storage. This is containment.Y
qria"s Eaw tightened. YCor whatPY
q hiss echoed through the chamber.
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J spun Eust as one of the pods unlocked.
6etal groaned, releasing a rush of cold vapor. The frost-covered 

glass slid open.
The 3gure inside twitched.
Then2it moved.
q hand Eerked forward. Gails scraped against metal. q low, gurgling 

breath 3lled the silence.
Then the eyes snapped open.
jale. 9lowing. Srong.
YOh, hell no,Y xa' cursed. YThere"s your guards.Y
The 3gure stepped forward, its movements Eerky, unnatural. Jts 

skin was stretched thin over its bones, patches of dark veins running 
up its arms. Jts breath came in ragged gasps like something not meant 
to wake up.

qnd then it screamed.
Got a human scream.
Lomething worse.
Lomething inhuman.
The other pods began unlocking.
One after another.
qria grabbed my arm. YSe need to move. GowHY
The chamber erupted into chaos.
Cigures stumbled from their containment. 6ore eyes snapped 

open, and their bodies convulsed as if they were relearning how to 
move.

Then2they turned toward us.
qnd they charged.
The chamber e'ploded into chaos.
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The sound of inhuman screams reverberated oA the frozen walls, 
sharp  and  guttural,  a  haunting  blend  of  rage  and  agony.  The 
once-frozen 3gures from the pods moved like broken marionettes, 
their limbs Eerking unnaturally as they stumbled toward us. Their 
glowing, pale eyes locked on us with a hunger that sent a chill down 
my spine that had nothing to do with the cold.

Y6oveHY qria"s voice cut through the chaos.
J didn"t need to be told twice. 6y legs moved instinctually, carrying 

me toward the tunnel we"d come from. But the creatures were far 
faster than they had any right to be. One of them lunged, its body 
contorting mid-air, and J barely had time to raise my handgun.

Bang!
The shot echoed through the chamber, and the creature dropped, 

convulsing on the icy Woor. Black liIuid oozed from the wound, 
steaming in the cold air. J didn"t have time to process what J had 
done2another was already closing in.

YMeep runningHY 9arren yelled, his riWe 3ring out a rapid series of 
shots. YSe can"t hold them oA for longHY

qria let an arrow Wy, striking one in the chest and pinning it to a 
pillar. YThis wayHY she shouted, gesturing toward a side passage from 
the main tunnel.

Gia pulled a knife from her belt, slashing at one that got too close. 
YSe"re going to get pinned down if we don"t hurryHY

xa' 3red his riWe at another creature, his usual cocky grin replaced 
by a grim determination. YJ"m starting to miss those Ceralkind,Y he 
muttered, reloading. Yqt least they don"t scream like thatHY

The creatures kept coming, spilling out of the pods in increasing 
numbers. Their bodies were grotesIue2half-frozen, half-mutated, 
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with patches of dark veins spreading like cracks across their pale skin. 
Shatever the Lyndicate had done to them, it had turned them into 
something beyond human.

qnd they were relentless.
Se bolted down the side passage, the walls narrowing and the air 

growing colder. The bioluminescent veins in the ice Wickered errati-
cally as if the very mountain was alive and panicking. The creatures" 
screeches echoed behind us, growing louder with every second.

YThey"re gainingHY Gia called out, her voice tight with urgency.
qria skidded to a halt, pulling another arrow from her Iuiver. 

YMeep going. J"ll slow them down.Y
YGo way,Y J said, stopping beside her. YJ"m not leaving you.Y
Lhe shot me a look, her green eyes blazing. YMael, this isn"t the time 

to play heroHY
YThen let"s both slow them downHY J snapped, raising my gun.
Lhe didn"t argue. Together, we turned to face the oncoming swarm. 

The creatures Wooded the tunnel, their distorted forms almost blend-
ing into the Wickering shadows. qria loosed arrow after arrow, each 
one 3nding its mark, while J 3red until the chamber echoed with the 
sound of gunshots.

YCall backHY 9arren"s voice boomed from further down the tunnel. 
YGowHY

qria grabbed my arm, dragging me back as the creatures closed the 
gap. 6y heart hammered in my chest as we sprinted after the others, 
the tunnel walls blurring past us. The screeches behind us grew louder 
and closer.

Se burst into a wider cavern, its walls glittering with frost. xa' and 
9arren were already there, standing near what looked like an ancient 
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control panel embedded in the ice. Gia was frantically pressing but-
tons, her 3ngers moving with a precision born from years of survival 
training.

YShat"s the planPY qria demanded, her bow still in hand.
YThis panel controls the gate to the ?ryostone facility,Y Gia e'-

plained, her voice tight. YJf we can get it too close, we can trap them 
inside.Y

YUow longPY 9arren asked, his riWe trained on the tunnel we had 
Eust emerged from.

Gia shook her head. YJ"m guessing as J goHY
Y9uess fasterHY xa' shouted, 3ring a shot into the tunnel as the 3rst 

of the creatures appeared. The bullet struck its target, but another 
immediately took its place.

The creatures poured into the cavern, their glowing eyes gleaming 
like lanterns in the dark. Se formed a defensive line, weapons raised, as 
they surged toward us. qria"s arrows Wew with deadly precision, xa'"s 
riWe 3red, and 9arren"s steady shots took down anything that got too 
close.

Y?ome on, Gia,Y J muttered under my breath, 3ring at another 
creature that lunged for qria. 6y hands were shaking, but J couldn"t 
stop. Got now.

The control panel whined suddenly, and Gia"s face lit up. Y9ot itHY 
she shouted. Y9et back2nowHY

Se didn"t hesitate. qs one, we bolted toward the far end of the 
cavern, where another tunnel waited. Behind us, the control panel 
sparked and hissed, and a massive metal gate began to descend from 
the ceiling, cutting oA the creatures" path.
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The last of the creatures lunged, but the gate slammed down with 
a resounding clang, trapping them on the other side. Their screeches 
echoed through the ice, muJed but no less haunting.

The 3ve of us stood there, panting, weapons still in hand. 6y chest 
heaved, my 3ngers trembling around the gun. The gate rattled as the 
creatures slammed against it, their rage vibrating through the cavern.

YThat4 was close,Y xa' said, his voice uncharacteristically Iuiet.
YGo kidding,Y qria muttered, lowering her bow. Lhe turned to Gia. 

YGice work.Y
Gia nodded, though her face was pale. Y—et"s not do that again.Y
9arren slung his riWe over his shoulder, his e'pression grim. YSe 

can"t keep running into things like this. Shatever the Lyndicate is 
doing here, it"s worse than we thought.Y

J looked back at the gate, the faint sound of the creatures" screams 
still echoing through the ice. 6y stomach twisted. This wasn"t Eust 
about survival anymore. This was about something far bigger.

YSe need to move,Y qria said, her voice cutting through the tension. 
Y?ryostone"s main facility isn"t far. Jf we"re going to 3nd …rya and stop 
whatever this is, we have to keep going.Y

The others nodded, and we started toward the ne't tunnel. 6y 
mind raced with Iuestions, but one thing was clearK the Lyndicate 
wasn"t Eust e'perimenting with power.

They were playing god.
qnd they had unleashed a nightmare.
The deeper we traveled into ?ryostone, the colder it became. The 

warmth of the Barrens had long since vanished, replaced by an unnat-
ural chill that seeped into my bones. The tunnels we followed twisted 
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and turned, some branching into dark, unknown pathways, others 
blocked by collapsed ice and debris.

Jt felt like we were walking through the remains of a dead world.
xa' let out a low whistle, his breath fogging in the air. YJ don"t know 

about you guys, but J"m getting real sick of creepy Lyndicate facilities.Y
qria shot him a look. YThen maybe don"t talk. Jt"s Iuieter that way.Y
Yqw, come on, qria. Nou know my voice is the only thing keeping 

us sane right now.Y
YThat"s debatable,Y Gia muttered.
9arren took the lead, his riWe held steady, his eyes sharp and alert. 

Y—ess talking, more watching. Se don"t know what"s down here.Y
J e'haled slowly, my 3ngers tightening around my gun. qfter what 

we had Eust escaped from, J wasn"t sure if J was more afraid of the 
creatures we had left behind or whatever awaited us.

The tunnel 3nally opened into a vast chamber, a massive under-
ground structure carved into the ice. Fnlike the earlier tunnels, this 
place wasn"t abandoned. Jt was alive.

Him red emergency lights pulsed from the walls, casting eerie shad-
ows across the smooth metallic Woors. ?ryogenic pods2larger than 
the ones we had seen earlier2lined both sides of the room. Their glass 
was frost-covered but humming softly. The veins of bioluminescent 
ice still pulsed around us as if reacting to our presence.

But the real nightmare was what was hanging from the ceiling.
?ages.
Dows of steel cages, suspended by thick, rusted chains, 3lled with 

people. Their bodies were barely more than skeletons, wrapped in 
tattered Eumpsuits with Lyndicate markings. Lome were unconscious, 
others barely moving, their hollow eyes staring blankly ahead.
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q horrible, metallic scent 3lled the air2blood, oil, and something 
rotting.

YHear hell,Y Gia breathed.
qria"s face was stone, but J saw her Eaw tighten. YThis4 this isn"t Eust 

an e'periment.Y Lhe turned toward the nearest console, scanning the 
half-functional screen. YThis is a damn slaughterhouse.Y

J forced myself to step closer, my stomach twisting. One of the 
captives2a woman barely older than me2lifted her head. Uer lips 
cracked as she tried to speak, but no words came out.

J swallowed. YUey, we"re gonna get you out of here.Y
xa' and 9arren e'changed uneasy glances. YMael, we don"t even 

know how to open these things,Y xa' said. Yqnd even if we do, we can"t 
carry this many people out.Y

qria e'haled sharply, her breath fogging in the cold. YSe need to be 
smart about this. Jf we free them and can"t get them out, they"ll die in 
here Eust the same.Y

Gia stepped beside her. YThen we 3nd the controls. There has to be 
a way to shut down the security system.Y

YSe don"t have time,Y 9arren muttered. YThe longer we stay here, 
the higher the chance the Lyndicate 3nds us.Y

Crustration burned in my chest. These people were suAering every 
second we stood here. J clenched my 3sts, turning toward qria. YSe 
can"t Eust leave them.Y

Lhe met my gaze, and J saw hesitation in her eyes for the 3rst time.
YSe won"t,Y she said 3nally. YBut we need to 3nd …rya 3rst. Jf 

anyone knows how to get them out of here alive, it"s her.Y
xa' groaned, running a hand through his hair. YCine. —et"s 3nd 

…rya.Y
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Yqgreed,Y J said.
The sound of a metallic groan cut through the room.
Se froze.
q door at the chamber"s far end slid open, steam hissing as it re-

leased. Ueavy footsteps echoed against the steel, steady and deliberate.
q Lyndicate oLcer stepped inside.
Ue wasn"t like the soldiers we had faced before. Uis armor was 

sleek, reinforced with ?ryostone plating, his helmet reWecting the dim 
emergency lights. q high-ranking enforcer. qnd behind him, three 
more guards followed, their riWes raised.

6y blood went cold.
YJntruders,Y the oLcer said, his voice calm but edged with amuse-

ment. Uis gaze swept over us.
YNou"re not supposed to be here.Y
Se barely had time to react before the guards raised their weapons.
YHownHY qria shouted.
The 3rst shots rang out.
9arren yanked me behind cover as bullets tore through the air. 

Lparks Wew as the rounds ricocheted oA the metal walls. xa' 3red back, 
his riWe barking, while Gia rolled behind a console, throwing a knife 
with deadly precision. Jt sank into the throat of one of the guards, who 
collapsed with a gurgle.

qria was already moving, 3ring an arrow that embedded itself in 
another soldier"s chest.

J ducked behind a support beam, my heart pounding. The oLcer 
hadn"t moved2he stood there, watching us with eerie patience.

Then, he spoke.
YNou don"t even know what you"re walking into, do youPY
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J swallowed hard, my grip tightening on my gun.
YSe know enough,Y qria said, stepping out of cover to 3re another 

shot.
The oLcer dodged with inhuman speed, his armored boots barely 

making a sound against the steel Woor.
xa' swore. YOh, great. Ue"s one of them.Y
The e'periments.
J barely had time to react before the oLcer lunged, grabbing qria 

by the throat and slamming her against the wall. Uer bow clattered to 
the ground as she struggled against his grip.

Dage Wared inside me.
J moved.
J 3red.
The bullet struck the oLcer"s e'posed neck, forcing him to drop 

qria as he staggered backward. Lhe hit the ground, coughing violently.
9arren rushed forward, delivering a brutal punch to the oLcer"s 

head before slamming his riWe against his skull. The oLcer crumpled.
The last guard tried to Wee, but Gia was faster. Uer knife caught 

him in the back, and he collapsed face-3rst onto the cold metal Woor.
Lilence.
janting, J reached down to help qria to her feet. Lhe wiped blood 

from her lip, eyes burning with fury.
xa' nudged the oLcer"s unmoving body with his boot. YSell, that 

was fun.Y
J ignored him, turning toward the open door where the guards had 

entered. q long, dimly lit corridor stretched ahead.
qnd at the end of it2
q single cell.
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q 3gure sat inside, her wrists bound, her head tilted downward. 
Ltrands of dark hair fell over her face, but even from here, J could see 
the faint glow of green veins beneath her skin, con3rming they had 
done e'periments on her.

qria sucked in a sharp breath.
Y…rya.Y
J couldn"t breathe.
xa' e'haled slowly. YSell, J"d say we found her.Y
J swallowed past the lump in my throat. 6y mother.
qria pushed forward, gripping the bars of the cell. YSe"re getting 

you out of here.Y
The woman lifted her head, and J met her eyes for the 3rst time.
They were the same shade as mine.
Lhe looked at me. Deally looked at me. qnd smiled through the 

pain.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

THE ESCAPE FROM 
CRYOSTONE

E rya barely lifted her head. Shackles bound her wrists to the wall, 
and her body slumped forward like a used puppet with torn 

strings. The dim, pulsing red light made it hard to see her true features, 
but I could make out the bruises along her jaw and the unnatural glow 
of green veins beneath her skin. Her breathing was shallow, and each 
inhale was a ragged eMort.

Fy feet felt like lead. —or years, I had imagined what it would be like 
to see her againBto Nnd the mother I had never known. Aut not like 
this.

"ot like this.
?ria rattled the rusted bars of the cell. …Erya, can you hear me'…
—or a moment, there was no response. Then, slowly, her chin lifted. 

Aloodshot eyes met ours, unfocused at Nrst, then sharpening ever so 
slightly.

? 1icker of recognition passed through her features, not at me, but 
at ?ria.

…?ria0'… Erya9s voice was hoarse, barely above a whisper.
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…ze9re getting you out of here,… ?ria promised, her hands tightenx
ing on the bars. …Jan you stand'…

Erya9s gaqe drifted to the bindings at her wrists. Her lips pressed 
together as she eVhaled through her nose. …They9ve0 pumped me 
full of their poisons,… she muttered. …Their0 eVperiments. I9mBI9m 
not0…

Her voice faltered, eyes dimming.
I felt my stomach twist into a knot.
…She9s too weak,… "ia said, stepping forward. …If we move her too 

fast, it might kill her.…
LaV let  out an eVasperated sigh,  running a  hand through his 

dustxridden hair. …So what' ze just leave her here' She could turn at 
any moment like those mutants from the convoy.…

I shot him a glare, my hands curling into Nsts. …ze9re not leaving 
her.…

…I just don9t want to be eaten alive today,… he muttered.
…zhatever we9re doing, let9s do it ;uick,… Careen said, guarding the 

door.
I turned back to the cell, my mind racing. ze had to get her out of 

here.
I stepped closer, my voice softer this time. …Erya0 do you know how 

to override the locks'…
She turned her gaqe toward me, and for a brief second, I thought I 

saw something 1icker in her eVpressionBcuriosity' Suspicion' It was 
gone too ;uickly, to be sure. She was eViled when I was only a few 
days old before she had even named me. There9s no way she could 
remember me.
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Her breath shuddered out. …Jontrol panel,… she rasped. …?cross the 
room.…

"ia was already moving, scanning the frostxcovered terminal in the 
far corner. She wiped away a layer of ice, revealing a cracked touchx
screen blinking with encrypted data. …Syndicatexlevel security,… she 
muttered. …This isn9t going to be easy.…

LaV groaned. …I need to Nnd new friendsY you guys are always getting 
me into these situations.…

?ria kept her focus on Erya. …zhat have they done to you'…
Erya eVhaled, her eyes slipping shut. …2roject Cenesis0…
The words barely escaped her lips before a violent shudder wracked 

through her body.
…Hey3… ?ria reached through the bars, gripping Erya9s forearm. 

…Stay with me3…
?ria9s Nngers brushed against Erya9s skin, and she yanked her hand 

back like she had been burned. …Her veins are hot.…
I stepped forward, reaching through the bars. Fy Nngers barely 

ghosted over her arm before I felt itBan unnatural warmth radiating 
from beneath her skin, almost like something was burning inside of 
her.

…She9s burning up,… I whispered.
…Wk, let9s not touch the infected mutant,… LaV said. …Even if she is 

the woman who snuck me eVtra peaches when I was a kid.…
…LaV, shut up3… ?ria demanded.
…I9m sorry. Kou know I can9t control myself.…
Erya opened her eyes, and I saw real fear in them for the Nrst time. 

…They9ve0 changed me,… she admitted, her voice barely audible. …"ot 
just me. Others.…
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? sickening weight settled in my chest.
"ia cursed under her breath as she worked the control panel. 

…zhatever they9ve done to her, we need to move fast. If the alarms 
haven9t tripped already, they will soon.…

…—ocus, "ia,… Carren whispered. …Kou9re the best hacker the Peiled 
has. Kou got this.…

? mechanical hiss Nlled the air. The lock disengaged.
The shackles at Erya9s wrists clicked open, and she slumped forx

ward. ?ria and I caught her before she hit the ground, her body 
trembling against us.

…Easy,… I murmured, steadying her. …ze9ve got you.…
Her Nngers curled weakly into my sleeve, her breathing uneven. She 

was heavier than she looked, her body sagging between ?ria and me as 
we lifted her.

…This place is a damn graveyard,… LaV muttered, surveying the room. 
…Gid you see what they had in those pods' The cages' The people'…

Erya 1inched at his words, her Nngers tightening around my arm.
…They were testing us,… she rasped. …—or something0 something 

worse.…
? chill ran through me, and it had nothing to do with the icexladen 

air.
…ze need to get her back to the Peiled,… ?ria said, hoisting Erya9s 

arm over her shoulder.
…ze also need to make sure we don9t lead the Syndicate straight to 

them,… Carren countered.
I nodded. …—irst, we need to get out of Jryostone alive.…
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LaV sighed dramatically. …zait, what if this is what the Syndicate 
wanted' zhat if they wanted us to get her out and bring her back to 
the Peiled'…

ze ignored LaV9s theories and focused on a way to get Erya out 
safely.

"ia scanned the terminal. …There9s a secondary eVit through the 
ventilation tunnels. It9s tight, but it9s our best shot.…

?ria adjusted her grip on Erya. …Then we move.…
I felt Erya9s Nngers twitch against my sleeve. Her lips barely moved, 

but her voice was so ;uiet when she spoke that I almost missed it.
…Save the others.…
I looked down at her, my breath catching in my throat.
Her eyes locked onto mine, and for a brief second, I could have 

sworn she knew.
Then, just as ;uickly, the moment passed.
I swallowed hard and turned my focus forward.
? distant screech of mutant creatures sent chills down my spine.
ze had to get out of here.
?nd we had to do it fast.
The cold clung to us as we hurried down the narrow passage, Erya 

sagging between ?ria and me. Every step felt like trudging through 
a froqen nightmare, our breath fogging in the dim emergency lightx
ing. The Syndicate facility groaned around us as if the very ice had a 
pulseBalive and watching.

Aehind us, the distant screech of the mutants sent another chill 
down my spine. zhatever horrors lurked back there, they weren9t 
done with us.

RR5



AU?"GW" UWHUA?-CH

…ze need to move faster,… Carren muttered, gripping his ri1e as he 
glanced over his shoulder.

?ria adjusted her hold on Erya, her face tight with strain. …She9s 
barely standing as it is.…

…I can walk,… Erya rasped, even as her legs trembled beneath her.
LaV let out an eVasperated sigh. …Kou can try to walk, but let9s be 

realByou look about Nve seconds from dropping dead, and I don9t 
trust that you won9t fully transform and take a bite out of my neck.…

?ria shot him a glare. …6eep moving.…
LaV smirked, but his Nngers hovered near his ri1e. …Lust saying, if she 

starts growing fangs or growling, I will shoot.…
Erya9s Nngers curled tighter around my sleeve. I glanced down at 

her, at how her greenxveined skin looked almost translucent under the 
harsh emergency lighting. There was something unnatural humming 
beneath her skin, something that hadn9t been there before.

Aut she wasn9t one of those things.
"ot yet.
…The vents are ahead,… "ia said, her voice clipped. She stopped at a 

rusted panel embedded in the icy wall, prying it open with her knife. 
…This will take us out of the facility, but it won9t be easy.…

…Is it ever'… LaV muttered.
I peered inside. The tunnel stretched into darkness, barely wide 

enough for us to crawl through one at a time. It was lined with frost 
and Syndicate markings, a remnant of whatever this place used to be 
before it became a factory of nightmares.

"ia wiped condensation from the access panel, her Nngers 1ying 
over the cracked screen. …If I can reroute the air circulation, it9ll slow 
the security response. Aut we9ll need to moveBfast.…
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…How fast'… ?ria asked.
"ia hesitated. …Aefore the mutants Ngure out where we went.…
…2erfect,… LaV groaned. …I love playing Aeat the Fonster.…
? distant metallic clang echoed through the tunnels.
ze all froqe.
…That wasn9t from behind us,… Carren murmured. …That came 

from ahead.…
Fy stomach turned to ice.
…They9re moving through the facility,… "ia whispered. …The mux

tants. They9re not just chasing us.… Her eyes lifted, dark with realiqax
tion. …They9re hunting.…

? low growl rumbled through the vents, vibrating in the metal walls 
around us.

I didn9t wait. I grabbed Erya and shoved her toward the opening. 
…Co. "ow.…

She barely hesitated before crawling inside. ?ria followed neVt, then 
LaV, grumbling under his breath the entire way. "ia slid in after, her 
knife clutched in one hand, while Carren covered the entrance with 
his ri1e.

?s I prepared to go in last, I heard it.
The scraping of claws.
I turned just in time to see a silhouette lurch into the dim corx

ridorBa mutated Syndicate soldier, its body barely human, its face 
twisted into something monstrous.

It let out a gurgling snarl, its dead eyes locking onto me.
…6ael, move3… Carren barked, Nring.
The shot ripped through the mutant9s chest, spraying black ichor 

onto the icy walls, but it didn9t fall.
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It lunged.
I scrambled into the vent, hands gripping the freeqing metal as I 

forced myself forward. Aehind me, Carren Nred again, shaking the 
tunnel.

The mutant shrieked.
Then, the vent slammed shut behind me.
—or a second, everything was silent eVcept for our ragged breathing.
Then, boom.
? violent impact shook the tunnel like something massive had 

slammed against the metal. The walls groaned, dust falling from the 
ceiling. The creature wasn9t giving up.

…6eep moving,… ?ria said.
Erya crawled ahead of us, her body sluggish but determined. The 

tunnel stretched forward, winding through the artiNcial ice. The air 
inside was even colder, the frost biting at my Nngers as I crawled after 
the others.

"ia kept checking her holo map, and her breath was shallow. …ze9re 
almost there.…

?nother boom. The tunnel lurched.
…"ot fast enough,… LaV muttered.
Then, up ahead, a faint blue light appeared. The eVit.
?ria reached it Nrst, kicking at the rusted grate until it broke free 

and clattered into the snowxcovered ground outside. Wne by one, we 
scrambled out, landing in a shallow trench surrounded by jagged ice.

I turned, my heart racing.
Carren was still inside.
…Carren3… I yelled into the vent.
"othing.
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…ze have to go back for him,… "ia said.
? series of shots rang from inside the vent. zhen I reached inside 

the vent to Nnd him, his hand shot through.
He forced himself out and hit the ground. The vent behind him 

collapsed, folding inward.
LaV helped Carren to his feet. …I thought we lost you.…
Erya collapsed to her knees, panting. I moved to her side, steadying 

her as she coughed against the cold. Her skin was hotter now, her veins 
pulsing faintly under the surface.

She was burning from the inside out.
?ria knelt beside us, concern 1ickering in her eyes. …ze have to get 

her back to the Peiled.…
Erya forced herself to sit upright, her eVpression hard despite her 

eVhaustion. …No.…
ze all froqe.
Her gaqe locked onto mine, sharp despite the pain. …"ot yet. "ot 

without the others.…
I swallowed, the memory of the cages 1ashing through my mind. 

The froqen prisoners, the test subjects locked away in the Syndicate9s 
grasp.

The people she had begged us to save.
Carren cursed under his breath. …Kou9re in no condition to go back 

in there.…
…I, I have to save them,… Erya said as her eyes closed and she fell to 

the ground.
…ze have to move her before she wakes up again,… "ia said.
…zhat about the others'… ?ria asked.
…The Peiled will send reinforcements for them,… Carren said.
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The wind howled around us, carrying the weight of her words.
ze had barely survived this escape.

The drive back was supposed to be simple.
ze had made it out. ze had Erya. ze had survived Jryostone. Aut 

the Aarrens had no mercy for survivors.
The two dune buggies tore across the endless wasteland, kicking up 

plumes of dust as we pushed them to their limits. The cold of Jryox
stone still clung to my skin, but the desert heat was already creeping 
back in, baking the cracked earth beneath our wheels.

Erya lay in the back of ?ria9s buggy, unconscious, her body still 
burning with unnatural heat. Her breathing was shallow, and her 
face was pale despite the eerie green glow pulsing through her veins. 
zhatever the Syndicate had done to her, it was still changing her.

?nd we had no idea what she would wake up as.
LaV9s voice crackled through the radio. "So… we're just gonna pre-

tend like everything's normal and not talk about how our half-mutant 
hostage is probably gonna sprout claws and eat us before we get home?"

?ria sighed. …LaV shut up.…
…I9m serious,… he argued. …She9s literally glowing. That9s not normal. 

zhat if she wakes up and decides she likes Syndicate eVperiments 
andB…

…LaV,… "ia snapped, her voice Nrm. …"ot now.…
LaV muttered something under his breath, but he let it drop for 

once.
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The Aarrens stretched endlessly ahead, a vast wasteland of dunes 
and jagged rock formations scorched by the relentless sun. The drive 
was smoothBfor a while.

Then ?ria stiMened.
I followed her gaqe to the horiqon. ?t Nrst, I didn9t see anything. 

Then the ground shiftedBsmall, barely noticeable dust trails rising 
from the dunes.

Fovement.
…ze9ve got company,… ?ria muttered.
I grabbed the radio. …LaV, pick up the pace.…
The second buggy accelerated beside us, kicking up more dust.
…They9re raiders,… Carren said grimly, s;uinting toward the Ngures 

forming in the distance.
The telltale black 1ags, stitched together from old cloth and scrap 

metal, waved in the wind as the raiders9 vehicles appeared over the 
dunesBthree modiNed war rigs, armored with scavenged metal platx
ing, their engines roaring like beasts ready to tear us apart.

…?w, hell,… LaV muttered. …I hate these guys.…
…Lust drive,… ?ria snapped. …ze have to outrun them.…
ze pushed the buggies harder, sand spraying behind us as the 

war rigs gained. The lead vehicle was a rusted monstrosity, its front 
reinforced with spikes and a massive turret mounted on the back. The 
other two 1anked it, riders hanging oM the sides, brandishing ri1es and 
blades.

…They9re closing in3… "ia shouted.
? crack split the airBa gunshot.
The windshield between ?ria and me spidered with impact.
…Ueturn Nre3… Carren barked.
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LaV whooped as he leaned out the side of the second buggy, Nring his 
ri1e. The raiders answered in kind, bullets kicking up the sand around 
us.

I grabbed my gun, aiming for the driver of the nearest rig. The shot 
went wide, but it made him swerve.

…They9re herding us3… ?ria shouted, yanking the wheel hard.
The buggies veered left, barely avoiding a rock formation. Aut the 

raiders kept pace, closing in.
?nother bullet tore through the back tire of LaV9s buggy.
He spun out.
…LaV3… I yelled.
Their buggy skidded sideways, slamming into a dune. LaV and "ia 

tumbled out, scrambling for cover as the raiders circled.
?ria whipped the buggy around, heading straight for them. Carren 

was already Nring, picking oM one of the raiders who got too close.
The lead war rig pulled up, and a raider leaped from the vehicle, 

tackling LaV to the ground.
LaV struggled, grappling with the attacker, but another raider raised 

a ri1eBaiming directly at his head.
—or a split second, everything slowed.
LaV was going to die.
Then, a sound split the air.
? deep growl.
The wind shifted.
Something moved behind us.
I turned just in time to see Erya.
She was awake.
?nd she was changed.
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Her body convulsed, and her muscles looked like something inside 
was breaking free. The green veins beneath her skin pulsed violentx
ly, spreading and twisting. Her breathing turned ragged. Her Nngers 
1eVed, her nails elongating into curved, clawxlike points.

?nd then she moved.
—aster than any human should.
She launched out of the buggy with a force that shattered the 

ground beneath her.
The raider with the ri1e barely had time to scream before she ripped 

into him.
It wasn9t a Nght. It was a slaughter.
Erya tore through them like a force of nature, her movements a 

blur of speed and raw, unnatural strength. She hit the neVt raider with 
enough force to break a bone, sending him 1ying backward, his body 
crumpling against the side of the war rig.

The others turned, weapons raisedB
Too late.
Erya lunged at the nearest one, her claws sinking into his chest. She 

yanked hard. Alood sprayed across the sand.
The remaining raiders froqe.
—or the Nrst time, they weren9t the predators.
They were prey.
?nd they knew it.
…—all back3… one of them yelled.
Erya pounced.
?nother screamBcut short.
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The Nnal raider barely managed to scramble onto his war rig before 
it roared away, speeding into the dunes and leaving the bodies of his 
crew behind.

Silence.
Fy heart slammed against my ribs.
LaV lay on his back, panting, his eyes wide as he stared at Erya.
…Wkay,… he gasped. …So, uh. That happened.…
Erya stood in the middle of the carnage, her body heaving, blood 

dripping from her claws. Her breathing was unevenBshallow, ragged, 
like she was still changing.

I took a cautious step forward. …Erya'…
She 1inched at my voice, her head snapping toward me. Her 

eyesBno longer entirely humanBlocked onto mine.
—or a second, I thought she was going to attack me.
Aut then something shifted behind her gaqe.
Uecognition.
She staggered back, her body trembling violently. Her hands, still 

covered in blood, curled into Nsts. Her entire frame shook as if she 
were Nghting against something inside her.

…IB… She choked on her words, her voice raw.
Then, without warning, her knees buckled.
I lunged, catching her before she collapsed.
…Erya, stay with me,… I whispered, steadying her as her body conx

vulsed.
Her eyes 1utteredBthen she went limp.
?ria knelt beside us, her jaw tight, her eyes 1icking between me and 

Erya9s unconscious form.
…That wasn9t just mutation,… she said ;uietly. …That was control.…
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LaV coughed. …Keah, great, love the science talk. Jan we just agree 
that our halfxdead rescue mission just ate people, and maybe we should 
Ngure out what to do before she wakes up again'…

Carren eVhaled sharply, surveying the bodies. …ze need to move. 
"ow.…

I nodded, tightening my grip on Erya as I lifted her. Her breathing 
was slow but steady.

ze weren9t out of danger yet.
?nd whatever was happening to herB
This was only the beginning.
The drive back was silent.
The weight of what had just happened hung over us like a storm 

waiting to break.
?ria gripped the wheel, her knuckles white, eyes locked on the path 

ahead. The buggy jolted over uneven dunes, the familiar jagged peaks 
of the Peiled9s mountain stronghold looming in the distance. "o one 
spoke. Even LaV, who always had something to say, sat silently, his usual 
smirk absent.

Erya lay in the back, unconscious, her body still trembling. The 
green veins beneath her skin pulsed faintly, like something alive, somex
thing struggling to break free. I kept a hand on her wrist, checking for 
a pulse every few minutes. She was still burning up.

?nd we had no idea what she9d wake up as.
"ia9s voice Nnally broke the silence. …Kour dad is going to be pissed.…
…Keah, but he9ll probably take it easy on ?ria,… LaV muttered. …The 

rest of us, not so much.…
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I swallowed hard, the anger already churning in my gut. 6aedin and 
the other leaders wouldn9t just be madBthey would punish us for this. 
—or going against orders. —or sneaking out. —or bringing her back.

—or the Nrst time, I didn9t care what they thought.
The buggy skidded to a stop at the stronghold9s entrance. The steel 

doors groaned open, and Ngures emerged from the shadows as we 
pulled in.

? lot of them.
6aedin stood at the front, 1anked by Foraak and Uynna, along 

with several other highxranking members of the Peiled. ?rmed guards 
lined the walls, their glowing green eyes narrowing as we climbed out 
of the buggy.

6aedin stepped forward, his eVpression like carved stone. …zhat the 
hell have you done'…

…ze saved her,… I said, my voice sharper than I intended.
Foraak9s glare was ice cold. …Kou disobeyed direct orders.…
…ze did what had to be done,… ?ria snapped, stepping in front of 

me. …Kou weren9t going to act, so we did.…
Uynna9s eyes widened when she peaked at Erya in the buggy. …Kou 

don9t understand what you9ve brought here.…
Several guards rushed forward, ri1es raised, their focus locked on 

the unconscious woman in the back of the buggy.
…Cet her inside,… 6aedin ordered.
The guards hesitated. They didn9t look at her like a rescued prisonx

erY they looked at her like a threat.
I stepped between them and Erya. …She9s not dangerous.…
Two of the guards grabbed Erya, pulling her from the buggy. Her 

body sagged between them, her face slack, her veins still glowing faintx
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ly beneath her skin. ?s soon as they touched her, she twitched. ? low, 
eerie sound rumbled from her throat.

…Jareful3… ?ria snapped.
The guards barely reacted. zith swift precision, they shackled her 

wrists in thick iron cuMs, reinforcing them with something I didn9t 
recogniqeBmetal infused with a strange, pulsating energy.

…She9s not an animal,… I growled, stepping forward.
6aedin9s gaqe snapped to me. …"o. She9s something worse.…
I clenched my Nsts. …She helped us. She saved us.…
…She isn't human anymore.… Foraak9s voice cut through the tension 

like a blade. …?nd you9re a fool if you don9t see that.…
The guards lifted Erya9s limp body and began carrying her toward 

the lower levels. Toward the containment cells.
Something inside me snapped.
…"o3… I shoved one of the guards, my hands trembling with rage. 

…Kou can't do this3…
6aedin9s eVpression darkened. …Stand down, 6ael.…
I barely heard him. Fy body moved on its own. I lunged for the 

guard holding her, grabbing his shoulderB
Uough hands seiqed me before I could blink.
Two guards yanked me back, their grips like iron.
…!et me go3… I struggled, fury burning through my veins.
6aedin stepped forward. …Kou brought this on yourself.…
I ripped one arm free, swinging at himB
Aut before I could land the hit, something slammed into my gut.
2ain eVploded through my ribs.
I gasped, stumbling backward as another guard shoved me to my 

knees. The world spun.
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6aedin9s voice was a low growl. …Kou think you can break our rules 
without conse;uences'…

…She9s not a threat3… I choked out, rage burning hotter than the pain 
in my ribs.

…She will be.…
I fought against the hands restraining me, my vision tunneling with 

fury. Fy pulse roared in my ears.
Then, I felt something cold against my wrists.
Fetal cuMs.
I froqe.
"o.
"o, no, no.
…Kou don9t have the right to do this,… I growled.
6aedin didn9t even 1inch. He just gestured toward the lower levels. 

…!ock him up.…
? hard shove sent me stumbling forward.
…zaitB… ?ria stepped toward me, her eyes 1ashing with anger. 

…This isn9t right.…
6aedin turned to her, his eVpression unyielding. …"either was what 

you did, daughter.…
Foraak folded his arms. …Kou all broke the rules. Kou endangered 

the Peiled. There will be conse;uences.…
?ria, LaV, "ia, and Carren stiMened as more guards surrounded 

them.
…Kou9re stripping our ranks'… ?ria accused.
…Kou lost our trust,… Uynna said simply. …Kou disobeyed direct orx

ders and put our entire stronghold at risk.…
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? sick feeling twisted in my gut as the guards began conNscating 
weapons, taking their gear, their privileges.

Aut none of that compared to what was happening to me.
The guards dragged me down the narrow stone corridors of the 

lower levels, their grip unrelenting. Fy pulse hammered, my breath 
coming short.

They threw me into a cold, damp cell. The metal door slammed 
shut behind me, the sound echoing in my skull.

—or a moment, I just breathed.
Then I turned.
The cell beside mine was dimly lit, and the shadows were thick. Aut 

I didn9t need the light to see who was there.
Erya.
She lay against the far wall, shackled, her breathing shallow. The 

green veins beneath her skin 1ickered weakly in the darkness.
I moved toward the bars, gripping them tight enough to make my 

knuckles go white.
She didn9t stir.
Gid she even know where she was'
Gid she even know me'
I hesitated, then whisperedBso softly it barely reached the cold air 

between us.
"You're my mother."
She didn9t respond.
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CHAPTER NINE

THE CELL AND THE TRUTH

T he cell was quiet, except for the steady drip of water from some-
where in the stone ceiling. It was a maddening sound, each drop 

landing in a shallow puddle that had formed near the farthest corner. 
The Veiled didn’t keep their prisoners in comfort—cold stone, rusted 
bars, and vickering light from a dim oBerhead bulb. It was meant to 
break men, to make them reconsider their actions.

Aut I wasn’t reconsidering anything.
I sat with my back against the damp wall, arms resting on my knees, 

staring at the opposite cell. Et her.
Srya barely moBed. Ohe had spent the last three days shifting be-

tween feBerish unconsciousness and terrifying spasms. Et times, she 
curled into herself, murmuring words in a language I couldn’t under-
stand. Hther times, she conBulsed so Biolently that the guards had to 
restrain her.

1er Beins pulsed an eerie green, the mutation crawling deeper 
into her body. I had seen glimpses of what she might become—her 
2ngernails sharpening into claws, her breath coming out in ragged 
growls, her body sti8ening like something inside her was trying to take 
control.
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Aut she always fought it.
Ohe was still Srya.
Mor now.
E pair of Veiled guards entered the underground chamber. They 

moBed without urgency, their boots echoing o8 the stone as they 
reached her cell. I had learned their routine well enough—twice a day, 
like clockwork, they took samples.

I watched in silence as they unlocked the barred door, stepping 
inside with careful, practiced moBements.

K1old her down,z one of them muttered.
The other guard grabbed Srya’s arm, pinning it to the voor. Ohe 

didn’t resist—not really. Ohe blinked sluggishly, her body too weak to 
2ght back as they drew blood from her.

E sharp click, a needle sinking into her arm.
1er lips parted slightly, but no sound came out.
Kjore than usual today,z the 2rst guard muttered, glancing at the 

2lled Bial of dark, almost black blood.
The other nodded. K9aedin wants to know if she’s stabiliDing. Hr 

if she’s …ust another failure.z
Mailure.
The word made my stomach turn.
To them, she wasn’t a person. Ohe was an experiment, a liability, a 

monster to dissect.
They ignored me as they locked her cell again, carrying the Bial out 

like it was more Baluable than the person they had taken it from.
Hnce they were gone, I exhaled slowly. The tension in my shoulders 

didn’t ease.
Srya shifted slightly, her eyes vuttering open …ust a crack.
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I leaned forward.
K3Srya0z
Ohe didn’t answer right away. Ohe …ust breathed slowly and shallow-

ly.
Then, barely aboBe a whisper—K9ael.z
I sti8ened.
Ohe had neBer said my name before.
I swallowed, pressing my hands against my knees to steady myself. 

jaybe she didn’t mean it. :erhaps she was delirious.
Aut then she turned her head slightly, her gaDe focusing on me.
End I knew.
Ohe knew.
jy breath caught in my throat.
I had imagined this moment a thousand times, back when I was 

a kid staring out of a glass dome, wondering who she was and what 
she was like. I had built Bersions of her in my head—a warrior, a 
reBolutionary, a ghost who had abandoned me.

Gow, she was real.
E real person, shackled and sick, more fragile than I had eBer imag-

ined.
I didn’t know what to say.
Oo I …ust quietly asked, K1ow much do you know0z
1er lips trembled slightly. Then, her Boice cracked, but the words 

were clear.
K3SBerything.z
E sharp breath rushed out of me. I felt like I had been hit.
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I had spent my whole life asking the questionW Why did she leave 
me? End now, sitting across from her in this cold, miserable place, I 
realiDed she had neBer truly left.

K!ou knew.z jy Boice was hoarse. KThis whole time.z
Ohe gaBe the smallest nod. KParis3 he sent messages. Feports. 1e 

told me3z 1er throat bobbed as she swallowed painfully. KTold me 
you were strong. That you neBer gaBe in.z

I clenched my …aw. Japtain Paris. The man who cared for me more 
than anyone else in that horrible Pome.

Ohe knew about me. Ohe knew who I was.
Mor years, I had thought of her as a nameless woman who had neBer 

wanted me.
End now, after eBerything, I knew the truth.
Ohe had been watching from the shadows, trying to protect me the 

only way she could.
KI’m sorry,z she whispered.
I let out a breath I hadn’t realiDed I was holding.
There was so much I wanted to say. To ask.
Aut all I could manage was—K"hy0z
Srya closed her eyes brievy, exhaustion pulling at her features. 

"hen she spoke, it was barely more than a ghost of a Boice.
KAecause they would haBe killed you.z
I went still.
KThe Oyndicate,z she rasped. KThe 9ing’s adBisors. They wanted 

you gone the second you were born. Elric3 he fought them. 1e 
wanted to keep you. Aut they told him3 you were dangerous.z

Pangerous.
E child. E baby. Pangerous.
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The rage inside me burned, slow and bitter. I had neBer eBen been 
giBen a chance.

Srya continued, Boice waBering, KI neBer wanted to leaBe you. Aut 
they didn’t giBe me a choice.z

E pause.
Then, so soft I almost missed it—KI wanted to name you.z
The words hit me harder than I expected.
jy hands curled into 2sts. K"hat name0z
Ohe blinked, her gaDe unfocused. K9ael.z
jy chest clenched.
I looked down, my pulse a steady roar in my ears. KI was giBen that 

name in the Pome.z
Ohe gaBe the faintest hint of a smile. KThen3 at least they didn’t 

take eBerything.z
I exhaled, shaking my head. This was too much.
The silence stretched between us. 1eaBy. Lnbearable.
Then, 2nally, I moBed closer.
I reached through the bars.
Srya hesitated for only a moment before she did the same.
Hur 2ngertips brushed.
End in that moment, it wasn’t about the war. It wasn’t about the 

Oyndicate, or the Veiled, or eBen surBiBal.
It was …ust a mother and her son.
Feaching for something they had lost.
I barely had time to process it before her body …erked Biolently.
E sharp cry tore from her throat.
Ohe conBulsed, her back arching unnaturally, her Beins glowing 

brighter.
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KGo, no, no—Srya'z
Ohe shrieked, the sound inhuman, echoing o8 the walls.
The cell door burst open, and guards rushed in.
Hne slammed a rive butt against her head. Enother in…ected some-

thing into her neck.
I was screaming. Mighting.
KPon’t touch her' “et o8 of her'z
They didn’t listen.
Srya went still. Too still.
End then—they dragged her away.
I fought. I yelled.
Aut no one listened.
The cell door slammed shut.
End she was gone.
Egain.
I slid to my knees, breathing hard. The world felt hollow.
I clenched my 2sts against the cold stone, my body shaking with 

something I couldn’t name.
Then, in the silence of my cell, I whispered the only thing I could.
K3jom.z

Time lost its meaning in the cell.
There were no windows, no way to track the passing of days—only 

the slow, maddening repetition of dripping water and the shu4e of 
boots beyond the bars. Go one spoke to me. The guards came and 
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went in silence, dropping stale rations and water into my cell like I was 
nothing more than another failed experiment.

I barely touched the food.
I barely moBed.
Srya was gone.
The only person in the world who truly understood what I had 

lost—who I was—had been dragged away into the dark.
I had fought. I screamed. Aut in the end, I was still locked behind 

bars, powerless.
5ust like I had always been.
I sat with my back against the wall, legs stretched out, staring at the 

empty space where her cell used to be. It felt wrong. The silence was 
heaBier now, as if her absence had left an empty pit in the uniBerse.

E vicker of moBement caught my eye.
Mootsteps.
Et 2rst, I thought it was another guard. jaybe 9aedin had 2nally 

decided what to do with me. Aut when I looked up, 5ax was standing 
outside my cell, arms crossed, grinning like an idiot. 

6"ow, you look terrible.6
6I neBer thought I7d be happy to see you.6
1e crouched down, resting his elbows on his knees. 6!ou smell like 

a corpse, 9ael. "hat, they don7t o8er showers in here06
6I7ll make sure to 2le a complaint.6
6I heard what happened.6
6"hich part06
5ax7s smirk faltered. 6Ell of it.6
I looked away.
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The  memory  of  Srya  conBulsing,  screaming,  being  dragged 
away—helpless in my hands— slammed into me like a hammer.

5ax let out a breath and leaned against the bars. 6They took her to 
the upper labs.6

jy head snapped up. 6"hat06
1e nodded. 6"e don7t know much, but Eria oBerheard some of the 

higher-ups talking. They7re running tests on her. They want to see if 
she7s stable—if she7s something they can control.6

Fage boiled in my stomach. 6I thought the Veiled were better than 
this.6

6It7s the war, it7s changed them.6
The Veiled. The people who had called her an experiment, who had 

feared what the Oyndicate had done to her, were doing the same thing.
5ax hesitated, then dropped his Boice lower. 6”ook, I know you7re 

pissed, but we don7t haBe time for you to sit here sulking. "e7Be got a 
plan.6

E plan.
I should7Be felt relief. jaybe eBen hope. Aut all I could think about 

was the Veiled guards dragging her away, the way she had reached for 
me like she knew it was the last time we7d eBer touch.

5ax must7Be seen the doubt in my eyes because his expression dark-
ened. 6Pon7t do this, 9ael. Pon7t let them win. "e7re getting you out 
of here. "e7re getting her out of here. Aut we need you to snap out of 
whateBer this is and be the guy who 2ghts back.6

1is words cut deep.
I swallowed, throat dry. 6!ou think I don7t want to 2ght back06
6I think you7Be already lost in your head.6
Oilence stretched between us.
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Then, the sound of footsteps.
jore than one.
5ax straightened as Eria, Gia, and “arren appeared in the shadows, 

moBing quickly and quietly down the hallway. They looked like ghosts 
in the dim torchlight, their weapons strapped to their backs, their 
moBements precise.

6Ebout time,6 5ax muttered.
Eria knelt by the lock, pulling a small deBice from her belt. E pulse 

generator. Ohe pressed it against the bars, and a soft whirring sound 
2lled the air as it hacked through the primitiBe security system.

Ohe didn7t look at me.
I should7Be said something, and I should7Be thanked them. Aut the 

words wouldn7t come.
6!ou7re an idiot,6 she muttered under her breath as she worked.
6“ood to see you too.6
The lock clicked. The door creaked open.
I pushed myself up slowly, my muscles sti8 from days of barely 

moBing.
Eria grabbed my collar as soon as I stepped out and yanked me 

close, eyes burning. 6Po you haBe any idea how hard it was to keep 
them from killing you06

I held her gaDe. 6Pid you try06
Ohe let go. 6!ou7re lucky I like you.6
5ax grinned. 6Hh, like is a strong word.6
6Ohut up,6 Eria and Gia said at the same time.
“arren kept his Boice low. 6"e don7t haBe long before the next 

guard rotation. "e need to moBe.6
I took a breath. 6"here are we going06
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Gia handed me a stolen knife. 6To do something foolish.6
Eria sighed. 6"e7re blowing up Verdanix Pome.6
Oilence.
I stared at her. Then at the others.
5ax coughed. 6I told them you7d take it well.6
I ran a hand through my hair. 6!ou7re insane.6
6"e know,6 Gia said.
“arren didn7t look amused. 6Tiber has thrown eBerything at us. 

The mutants, the Oyndicate, and eBen soldiers from outside the 
Pomes. 1e wants the Veiled wiped o8 the map. If we don7t hit back, 
we won7t last another month.6

Eria7s Boice softened. 6"e need a way in. !ou7re from Verdanix, 
right06

I hesitated.
This was it.
The moment when I should7Be told them the truth—that I had 

neBer set foot inside Verdanix. That I had been raised in Oolaris :rime, 
far from the Pome, they thought I knew.

That I was liBing a lie.
Aut I couldn7t do that. They had come to trust me, and I couldn7t 

betray them now.
I forced a nod. 6!eah. I can get us in.6
Eria studied me for a long moment, then nodded. 6Then let7s go.6
I clenched my …aw, the weight of my lie settling deep in my gut.
I wasn7t sure what was more terrifying—going to a Pome I7d neBer 

been to or knowing that my mother might not liBe long enough to see 
me again.

Sither way, there was no turning back.
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"e moBed quickly through the underground corridors, each foot-
step carefully placed to aBoid detection. The Veiled7s prison wing was 
cut into the mountain7s core, a labyrinth of stone and steel. Otill, 
Gia had done her homework—eBery rotation, eBery blind spot, eBery 
potential exit route.

Otill, I couldn7t shake the weight in my chest.
Srya was somewhere in this fortress, su8ering under the same peo-

ple who claimed to 2ght for …ustice. SBery moment we wasted was 
another moment she was sub…ected to their experiments, their tests.

"e had to get out of here.
"e had to 2ght back.
Eria led the way, her moBements sharp and purposeful. “arren 

took the rear, eyes scanning eBery shadow for threats. 5ax moBed con-
2dently, making it seem like this was …ust another mission—a supply 
raid, a training exercise. Aut I knew better.

This wasn7t …ust about getting me out.
This was war.
5ax nudged me as we slipped into an unguarded hallway. 6Oo, you 

gonna tell me what7s actually going on in that messed-up head of 
yours, or do I haBe to keep guessing06

I shot him a look. 6Got the time, 5ax.6
6"hen is it eBer06
Eria hushed us with a sharp glance, pressing a hand to her earpiece. 

6Two guards near the south exit. Gia, you7re up.6
Gia nodded, ad…usting the small metallic disc in her hand—a pulse 

emitter designed to oBerload basic Veiled tech. Ohe slid it along the 
voor, and the dim emergency lights vickered within seconds before 
cutting out completely.
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E beat of silence.
Then—6"hat the hell—6
E guard7s Boice, confused. E scu4e of boots.
Eria moBed 2rst. Mast. ”ethal.
E small taDer arrow buried itself in the 2rst guard7s neck before 

he eBen had a chance to react. The second guard barely had time to 
turn before “arren slammed his rive against his skull, sending him 
crumpling to the ground unconscious.

5ax let out a low whistle. 6!ou know, sometimes you guys scare me.6
Eria ignored him, already moBing toward the exit.
I kept up, heart pounding in my chest.
Aut the moment we stepped into the moonlight of the outer cli8s, 

the reality of what we were doing hit me full force.
I was leaBing Srya behind.
I clenched my 2sts. 6Ohe7s still in there. "e can7t …ust—6
6"e don7t haBe a choice'6 Eria snapped, stepping closer, her Boice 

sharp but not unkind. 6"e will get her back, but if we die in there, no 
one will. !ou haBe to trust me.6

Trust.
It was such a simple word, but it felt heaBier than anything else at 

that moment.
I inhaled deeply, forcing myself to push the rage, the grief, eBery-

thing down where it couldn7t get in the way.
I nodded.
Eria held my gaDe for another second before exhaling. 6Jome on.6
"e climbed into the waiting dune buggies, the engines growling to 

life beneath us. 5ax took the wheel of one, Eria the other. I slid into the 
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passenger seat beside her, my 2ngers tightening around the grip bar as 
she pressed the accelerator.

The wind whipped past us as we sped into the open Aarrens, leaBing 
the stronghold behind.

The Veiled would realiDe we were gone soon.
Aut by then, it would be too late.
"e weren7t …ust escaping.
"e were going to end this.
The plan was reckless. It was madness.
"e were going to destroy Verdanix Pome.
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CHAPTER TEN

A DEAL WITH THE 
RAIDERS

T he Barrens welcomed us back with open arms. The buggies tore 
across the sand, kicking up dust in our wake, and the engines 

constantly growled against the howling wind. The sun hung low on 
the horizon, a dying ember bleeding into the sky, casting everything in 
hues of orange and red. It felt like driving straight into a Hre.

I gripped the metal frame of my seat, staring ahead, but my mind 
was elsewhere.

?ow did it come to thisS
I had spent my entire life in Polaris -rime, surrounded by the prisN

tine steel and glass of a world built on order and control. —ow, here 
I wasxbarreling toward a meeting with cutthroats, slavers, and murN
derersxhoping to trade for eDplosives like some backNalley criminal.

Oaris would have been ashamed.
Jr not. This could be the world he had been trying to prepare me 

for.
'aD let out a long, slow breath from the driver"s seat, Hngers drumN

ming anDiously on the wheel. Y1ou know,Y he said, his voice loud over 
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the roar of the engine, Ythis is easily the dumbest thing we"ve ever done. 
Und that"s saying something.Y

I glanced at him. YjorriedSY
'aD sco…ed. YUbout dealing with the people who eat each other 

when supplies run lowS —o, of course not.Y
Warren, sitting behind us, tightened his grip on his riMe. YThey"re 

not Lust slavers. They trade people. Und when they can"t trade themFY 
?e let the sentence hang.

'aD whistled. Y2an, I love that. I love that. Eet"s go make deals with 
them. Wreat idea, Uria.Y

Uria didn"t react. Phe sat in the other buggy ahead of us, gripping 
the wheel, her shoulders sti….

This was her plan. Und she was going to see it through.
Yje don"t have a choice,Y I muttered.
'aD let out a short laugh. Y—o, see, that"s where you"re wrong. je 

always have a choice. Und for some reason, we"re choosing to waltz 
into a death trap.Y

Yje need the eDplosives,Y I said.
Yje need to not be cannibal stew,Y 'aD shot back.
Yje"ll be Hne,Y I said, though even I didn"t believe it.
'aD Lust shook his head. YVamous last words.Y
The terrain began to shift as we neared Aaider territory. The 

smooth dunes gave way to Lagged, cracked rock formations, the reN
mains of some ancient landscape carved by time and destruction. 
Phadows stretched long across the sand, eerie and unnatural in the 
fading light.

Pcattered across the canyon walls were bodiesxsome hanging, othN
ers impaled on rusted metal spikes.
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I eDhaled through my nose. U warning.
—ia"s voice crackled over the radio. Yje"re getting close.Y
'aD didn"t look convinced. Y1eahS 1ou sure it"s not Lust ?ellSY
Then, we saw it.
Bone Town.
The fortress loomed on the horizon, a nightmare of twisted arN

chitecture. 2assive spinal columns, ribcages, and skulls the size of 
buggies made up its walls, remnants of the Pand jraiths they had 
killed. Torches Mickered between the bones, casting Lagged shadows 
against the rock.

This wasn"t Lust a hideout. This was a graveyard.
Oozens of metal towers Lutted up from behind the skeletal walls, 

rigged with scrap metal plating and stolen Pyndicate tech. Austed 
banners hung limply from the heights, marked with bloody handN
prints and skullsxthe Aaiders" crude insignia.

Vigures moved along the walls. Urmed. jatching.
U horn blared from inside, a deep, echoing sound that sent a shiver 

down my spine.
Yje"ve got their attention,Y Warren muttered.
Uria"s buggy pulled to a stop Hrst, and we followed, parking Lust 

outside the towering remains of a Pand jraith"s ribcage. Un eerie 
silence settled over the canyon when the engines cut o….

Thenxmovement.
Aaiders emerged from the shadows, stepping onto the ledges above 

usxdozens. Their bodies were scarred and Hlthy, and many of them 
were partially mutatedxglowing veins, sharpened teeth, and eyes too 
bright to be human anymore. They wore patchwork armor stolen 
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from dead Pyndicate soldiers, and their weapons were cobbled togethN
er from scraps.

qvery one of them had a gun trained on us.
'aD muttered under his breath. YI hate this already.Y
U voice boomed from above.
YJut of your vehicles. —o weapons.Y
Uria was the Hrst to move. Phe stepped out slowly and deliberately, 

raising her hands Lust enough to show she wasn"t a threat.
The rest of us followed.
The Aaiders didn"t lower their guns.
U massive gate, constructed from the fused bones of Pand jraiths, 

groaned as it opened.
U Hgure stepped out.
Tall. 2onstrous.
?e wore a breathing mask, tubes running from his back to a series 

of vials strapped to his chestxHlled with sickly green li6uid. ?is skin 
was partially mutated, veins dark beneath his eDposed arms. Eong, thin 
white hair fell in greasy strands over his shoulders, and his left eye was 
missing, replaced by a rusted metal plate.

?is voice came through the mechanical rasp of his mask.
Yjelcome to Bone Town.Y
'aD leaned over, whispering, Yje can still turn around.Y
I didn"t respond.
Because I knewxwe had Lust stepped into the lion"s den.
Und there was no turning back.
The massive bone gates slammed shut behind us with a thunderous 

clang, sealing us inside Bone Town. U gust of wind kicked up sand and 
ash, swirling between the skeletal remains of dead Pand jraiths that 
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made up the fortress walls. The stench of rot and oil Hlled my nostrils, 
miDing with the acrid tang of gunpowder and blood.

'aD eDhaled slowly. YJh yeah. This place is really cozy.Y
—obody laughed.
Urmed Aaiders Manked us, watching our every move with cold, 

predatory eyes. Their weapons weren"t Lust for showxrusted riN
Mes, modiHed Pyndicate pulse guns, serrated machetes caked in dried 
blood. Pome had mechanical enhancements, makeshift bionic arms 
or legs, and were likely rippedNo… corpses and repurposed. Jthers 
bore unmistakable signs of mutationxelongated limbs, unnaturally 
sharpened teeth, veins that pulsed with the same sickly green hue as 
the vials strapped to their leader"s chest.

Ut the center of it all stood Eord 5arik.
?e was even more imposing up close. qasily seven feet tall, his 

partially mutated frame was thick with scarred muscle and stretched, 
unnatural skin. The breathing mask fused to his face emitted a slow, 
rhythmic hiss, feeding him whatever toDic green substance pulsed 
through the tubes embedded into his back.

?is one good eye scanned us like prey.
Vor a long moment, nobody moved.
Then, 5arik took a step forward.
YPo.Y ?is voice rasped through the mechanical Hlter, distorted and 

inhuman. Y1ou come to my gates unarmed. Ure you here to feed usSY
YThey don"t have much meat on their bones,Y one of them called 

out from the crowd.
Uria stepped forward, her shoulders s6uared, face unreadable. Yje 

have an o…er for you.Y
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5arik let out a low, rattling chuckle. Y1ou hear that, boysSY ?e 
turned his head, addressing the gathered Aaiders. YThe kids have a deal 
for us.Y

The Aaiders surrounding us laughedxcruel, guttural sounds 
echoing o… the hollow ribcages of dead creatures. Jne of them spat 
at the ground near 'aD"s feet. U green mucusNlike saliva that sizzled in 
the heat.

'aD sighed. Y1eah, I"m really feeling the hospitality.Y
Uria ignored them. Yje need eDplosives.Y
5arik tilted his head, intrigued. YUnd why would I waste my preN

cious boom powder on a handful of childrenSY
I sti…ened at the word. 7hildren. je had been Hghting for our 

survival for months, but to him, that"s all we were. Pcavengers. Insects.
Uria remained steady. Yje"re hitting 5erdaniD Oome.Y
The laughter stopped.
The tension snapped into something worsexsharp. Oangerous.
qven the Aaiders, hardened killers and thieves, paused at the stateN

ment.
5arik stared at her, his mechanical breathing the only sound in the 

silence. Then, with a slow movement, he took a step closer.
Y1ou.Y ?is good eye locked onto Uria. YUre either the bravest fool 

in the wastelandF or the dumbest.Y
Uria didn"t blink. Y2aybe both.Y
5arik chuckled againxthis time, with actual amusement. YBlowing 

up a Pyndicate Oome. That"s a tall tale.Y ?e reached for a metal sta… 
strapped to his back, tapping the ground with it. Y1ou come to my city, 
o…ering nothing but words. jhere is the tradeSY
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Uria lifted her chin. Y2edical supplies. PyndicateNgrade. Ptolen 
straight from my father.Y

That got his attention.
The gathered Aaiders murmured among themselves, and even 

5arik"s one eye gleamed with curiosity.
Y1our fatherSY he echoed. YUnd who, little rat, is your fatherSY
Uria"s eDpression didn"t change. Y5eiled qlder, 9aedin.Y
U shift rippled through the crowd.
qven Eord 5arik hesitated.
9aedin was the 5eiled"s leader, and here was his own daughter, 

standing in the center of the most feared Aaider stronghold, o…ering 
his stolen goods.

Vor the Hrst time, 5arik seemed genuinely interested.
?e turned to his men. YBring the girl a chair.Y
Jne of the Aaiders kicked a rusted, halfNbroken stool toward Uria, 

who remained standing.
YI prefer to be on my feet,Y she said.
5arik let out another hissing laugh.
Y5ery well,Y he said, his voice thick with amusement. YEet"s say I 

believe you. That you"ve come all this way to trade supplies for boom 
powder.Y

?e took another step forward.
YThat doesn"t eDplain why I shouldn"t Lust kill you and take your 

supplies instead. Jr kill your friends here and keep you for a ransom 
from the leader of the 5eiled.Y

The moment the words left his mouth, the Aaiders surged forward.
I saw the chains in their hands.
They were going to shackle us.

4R0



BAU—OJ— AJ?ABUGW?

Uria reached for a weapon she didn"t have.
'aD cursed. YUh, hell.Y
Und thenxI moved.
I didn"t think. I Lust acted.
2y hand shot to the old revolver hidden under my shirtxthe one 

7aptain Oaris had given me.
Boom.
The shot rang like a crack of thunder through the stronghold.
Vor a second, I thought I had missed it.
ThenxI saw it.
U small hole in 5arik"s breathing vial.
The green li6uid hissed and sprayed as the glass shattered, spilling 

the mutagen he relied on to stay alive.
qverything stopped.
The Aaiders froze. ?orriHed.
5arik staggered, his body Lerking as the li6uid leaked from the tubes 

in his back.
?is men scrambled to patch the hole, desperate to save him.
2y heart hammered. 2y hands shook around the revolver.
I had Lust signed my death sentence.
But instead of ordering my eDecution, 5arik raised a massive, 

scarred handxstopping his men.
The Aaiders stilled, confused.
5arik looked at me.
Aeally looked at me.
?is one good eye narrowed. Then, he let out a low, rattling breath.
YFU weapon like that,Y he murmured, his voice almost reverent. 

YJld world. 5intage.Y
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?e straightened, even as his men sealed the hole in his vial.
YBoy.Y ?is gaze bore into me. Yjhat blood do you carrySY
I swallowed. YjhatSY
5arik didn"t answer immediately. ?e Lust let out another hissing 

chuckle.
Thenxhe nodded.
YTo stand against me,Y he said, Yto Hre at me and liveFY ?is mouth 

curled into something almost like respect.
YI accept your trade.Y
Uria blinked. Y1ou doSY
?e eDhaled slowly, watching me like he knew something I didn"t.
YThe supplies in eDchange for eDplosives,Y he conHrmed. Then, with 

a slight grin, YUnd once you burn 5erdaniD to the ground, the Aaiders 
will take what remains.Y

The deal was done.
Und yetF something in how 5arik looked at me made my stomach 

twist.
Eike he recognized me.
Eike he knew something I didn"t.
I forced myself to breathe.
'aD let out a low whistle. Yjell. That was easy.Y
—ia elbowed him. YThat was not easy.Y
Warren muttered, YEet"s get out of here before he changes his 

mind.Y
5arik smirked.
?e lifted a thick, scarred hand, gesturing behind him.
YWive them the iron beast,Y he said.
The iron beast.
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Jne of the Aaiders snorted. Y1ou want to give them thatSY
5arik grinned. YThey"ll need it.Y
Und that was how we left Bone Townxdriving away with a reinN

forced armored sand vehicle, a cargo full of eDplosives, and the feeling 
that we had Lust made a deal with the devil.

The iron beast roared to life beneath us, its massive tires crushing 
the sand and bone as we rumbled out of the Aaider stronghold. The 
engine growled like a caged animal, ready to break loose. This wasn"t 
a simple sand buggy but a war machine.

U reinforced steel frame protected the front and sides, and scrap 
metal and scavenged plating layers were welded together to form an 
unbreakable hull. The roof had a mounted turret, rusted but funcN
tional, with belts of oldNworld ammunition strapped across the interiN
or. qvery inch of it was built for survivalxthick tires with spiked rims, 
an armored engine, and a pounding eDhaust that left a trail of black 
smoke in our wake.

I gripped the frame beside me as we kicked up dust, tearing through 
the narrow bone archways that led out of Bone Town. Aaiders lined 
the pathways, watching us with a miD of curiosity and contempt, their 
faces hidden beneath layers of cloth and boneNcarved masks. Pome 
sneered, others laughed.

They didn"t think we"d survive.
—either did I.
'aD leaned out of the passenger window, running a hand over the 

mounted gun on the roof. Y—ow, this is my kind of ride.Y
Y9eep your head inside,Y Warren grunted from the back. YIf they 

change their minds and start shooting, you"ll be the Hrst one to lose 
your face.Y
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'aD sighed dramatically. YEet me have my moment, man.Y
—ia was at the wheel, hands steady, eyes sharp. Phe hadn"t spoken 

much since the deal was made, but she didn"t need to. Phe was focused, 
leading us out of Aaider territory as fast as possible.

Uria sat beside her, staring straight ahead, her Law tight.
Y1ou okaySY I asked.
Phe didn"t look at me. Y—ot until we"re out of here.Y
I didn"t push.
je drove in tense silence for the neDt ten minutes, the stronghold 

shrinking behind us, replaced by the endless dunes of the Barrens. The 
further we got, the lighter the air feltxlike a vice loosening around our 
throats.

je had done it.
je had survived Bone Town.
—ow came the harder part.
I looked back at the cargo holdxstacked with crates of eDplosives, 

each labeled with Aaider sigils and crude warnings in paint. Oanger. 
Oeath. Burners.

Jne wrong move, and we"d be dust in the wind.
YPo,Y 'aD Hnally said, breaking the silence. Yje actually gonna talk 

about how 9ael Lust shot the Pcourge of the jastes and livedSY
—ia laughed softly, the Hrst sign of levity since we had left.
Y1eah,Y she said, smirking at me in the rearview mirror. YThat was 

risky but also kind of seDy.Y
I shifted uncomfortably. YI had to make him listen.Y
'aD grinned. Y2an"s got guts. I"ll give him that.Y
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I rolled my shoulders, still feeling the weight of 5arik"s stare. ?e had 
looked at me like he knew mexlike he saw something in me I didn"t 
even understand yet.

That thought sat heavy in my chest.
YI don"t like him,Y I muttered.
YWood,Y Uria said Hnally, her voice sharp. YBecause neither do I.Y
je fell into silence again, the tension still thick between us.
The truth was, it didn"t matter what 5arik thought of me. The only 

thing that mattered was what came neDt.
Blowing up 5erdaniD Oome.
The wind howled through the open terrain, rattling the makeshift 

plating of our new ride. The sun was beginning to set, painting the sky 
in deep reds and golds, a brief moment of beauty in a world of ruin.

je still had miles to go before we reached the staging groundxan 
abandoned outpost near the 5eiled"s western border, where we could 
Hnalize the plan before inHltrating 5erdaniD.

je had eDplosives.
je had the vehicle.
—ow, we Lust had to Hgure out how we were going to pull this o….
je pulled into the remains of a rusted structure long since abanN

doned by whatever faction had once claimed it. The walls were crumN
bling, but the foundations still stoodxenough to give us cover for the 
night.

The inside was barebonesxa few rusted tables, scattered empty 
crates, and a Hrepit Hlled with burnt remains of old rations and bones.

'aD gave a low whistle as he stepped inside. YAeally outdid ourselves 
with the accommodations.Y
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YPhut up and help unload,Y Warren muttered, already hauling a 
crate from the back of the vehicle.

—ia and Uria worked on setting up the maps, laying them out 
on the sturdy metal table beneath the Mickering glow of a portable 
lantern.

I sat down, watching as the plan started to take shape.
Uria pointed at the main transport routes leading into 5erdaniD. 

YPupply convoys leave every two days. That"s our way in.Y
YBlowing up a moving convoy sounds like a great way to die,Y 'aD 

pointed out.
Yje"re not blowing up the convoy,Y Uria said. Yje"re stealing it.Y
—ia tapped the map. YThey disguise themselves as tradersx5eiled, 

Pyndicate, independent mercenaries. If we take out a transport before 
it reaches 5erdaniD, we can inHltrate the Oome under their banner.Y

I frowned. YUnd once we"re insideSY
Uria"s eDpression hardened. Yje set the charges at the support 

columns underneath 5erdaniD. je blow it from the inside out.Y
'aD let out a low whistle. YWotta say, that"s ballsy.Y
Warren crossed his arms. Yje"ll need disguises. 7onvoy uniforms, 

fake credentials.Y
—ia nodded. YI can forge those. Wive me a few hours.Y
Uria eDhaled, rubbing her temples. Yje"ll only have one chance. If 

we screw this up, we won"t make it out alive.Y
That wasn"t an eDaggeration.
The Pyndicate would hunt us down.
The 5eiled might never take us back.
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Y?ey guys,Y I said. Yjhat about the innocent people working the 
farms in thereS I know the guards and soldiers are horrible people, but 
there are a lot of innocent people in there.Y

YThey"re all Pyndicate,Y 'aD said. YI say blow them all away.Y
Y9ael is right,Y —ia said, with Warren nodding.
Y1ou came from 5erdaniD,Y Uria said. Yje will protect those like 

you. 1ou have my word.Y
YPo, we split up once we get in,Y I suggested. YUria and I plant the 

charges while —ia and Warren get out as many people as you can.Y
YUnd meSY 'aD asked.
Yje"re going to need a distraction,Y I said.
YEike put on a show for themSY he asked. Y2aybe sing a songSY
Y—o, like a Hre in the Helds that forces everyone to evacuate,Y Uria 

said. YUnd once they are out, radio to us, and we will set the charges 
and meet you all outside.Y

'aD stretched his arms. YUlright, well, I say we drink to our impendN
ing doom.Y ?e pulled a Mask from his belt, grinning. YUnyoneSY

Uria rolled her eyes. Y-ass.Y
Y2ore for me.Y 'aD took a swig before tossing the Mask to Warren, 

who took a reluctant sip before passing it to —ia.
jhen the Mask reached me, I hesitated.
'aD smirked. Y7ome on, 9ael. 1ou Lust pissed o… the biggest warlord 

in the Barrens and walked away breathing. I don"t know what does if 
that doesn"t deserve a drink.Y

I took the Mask.
Und for the Hrst time in days, I smiled.
Tomorrow, we"d go to war.
Tonightxwe drank.
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The night stretched on, the Hre crackling low as we let eDhaustion 
and adrenaline settle into something elsexsomething that almost felt 
normal.

Vor once, we weren"t running for our lives.
Vor once, we weren"t Hghting.
Vor once, we were Lust... teenagers.
In true 'aD fashion, 'aD was balancing on top of a crate, arms outN

stretched as he wobbled dramatically. ?is movements were eDaggeratN
ed, his voice loud and theatrical as he butchered some oldNworld dance 
that looked like a miD between a Pyndicate parade march and a broken 
marionette.

—ia and Warren sat together on a worn sack of grain, laughing at 
the ridiculous display. —ia leaned into Warren, her head resting lightly 
against his shoulder, her 6uiet amusement miDing with Warren"s deep 
chuckles.

Y1ou"re a terrible dancer,Y —ia teased.
'aD pressed a hand to his chest, o…ended. YqDcuse you. This is an 

ancient art form passed down through generations. I am honoring the 
past.Y

Y1ou look like a dying sand rat,Y Warren said.
'aD gasped dramatically. YUnd yet, I"m still the most graceful one 

here.Y
Uria nudged me lightly. Y1ou should Loin him,Y she said, smirking.
Y—ot a chance.Y
I let the sounds of their laughter settle in my chest, warming someN

thing inside me that had been cold for too long. It was easy to forget we 
were planning something that could get us all killed. That this could 
be the last time we sat together like this.
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I turned slightly, glancing at Uria. Phe was still watching 'aD, but her 
eDpression had softenedxless guarded, less sharp. Phe almost looked 
happy.

Vor a long time, I had only seen Uria as a HghterxHerce, focused, 
unwilling to break. But here, in the Mickering Hrelight, I saw something 
else. Pomething I wasn"t sure I deserved to see.

The warmth of the Hre cast a golden glow on her face, making the 
green in her eyes brighter, like embers catching light. ?er dark hair fell 
loose over her shoulders, the wayward strands framing her features in 
a way that made it impossible to look away.

I swallowed.
This was a mistake.
I shouldn"t be feeling this. —ot now. —ot with everything at stake.
Und deHnitely not with the lie sitting like a weight in my chest.
Phe turned to me then, catching my stare before I could look away. 

?er head tilted slightly as if studying me. YjhatSY
I eDhaled slowly, shaking my head. Y—othing.Y
Phe didn"t buy it.
Y1ou"re brooding,Y she said, nudging me with her elbow again. Y1ou 

always do that when something"s eating at you.Y
I hu…ed. YI do not.Y
Y1ou do,Y she insisted. YUnd I"d like to know what it is.Y
I hesitated.
I should tell her.
I should say something before it was too latexbefore I let this get 

worse.
But the words twisted in my throat, tangled between fear and guilt.
YI have something to confess,Y I said Hnally.
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Uria"s eDpression shifted slightly, something unreadable Mashing 
across her face.

Then, before I could process what was happening, she leaned in.
Und kissed me.
?er lips were soft and warm, and my mind completely blanked for 

a moment.
I wasn"t in the Barrens.
I wasn"t a liar.
I wasn"t 9ael Polaryn, the bastard son of 9ing Ulric.
Und she wasn"t Uria, the Herce daughter of the 5eiled leader 

9aedin.
je weren"t members of opposing factions who were sworn enemies 

for generations.
I was Lust 9ael, and she was Lust Uria.
The world melted away.
Vor a moment.
'ust a moment.
Then reality slammed back into me, sharp and cruel.
Phe thought I meant that I wanted to confess how I felt.
That is not the truth.
That is not the lie that kept me up at night.
But gods help me, I didn"t pull away.
I didn"t stop her.
I let myself have this. 'ust once.
qven though I knew it was built on a foundation that could crumN

ble at any second.
qven though I knew that once she found out what I was hiding...
Phe might never forgive me.
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But for now, I didn"t care.
I kissed her back.

4KE



CHAPTER 
ELEVEN

THE CALM BEFORE THE 
STORM

T he rsta syot fd wynb ksfve fies ahe hfsz,fbc taseaghzbl lf.web 
.zlha ygsftt ahe tybwm The rse dsfu .yta bzlha hyw kpsbew .fnc 

sewpgew af l.fnzbl eukest ahya qp.tew neyv.o zb ahe ufsbzbl ghz..m 
The nfs.w nyt Ipzeac tyie dfs ahe fggytzfby. lpta fd nzbw gyssozbl 
asyget fd yth ybw wpta ahsfplh ahe spzbt fd fps uyvethzda the.aesm

M tya pq t.fn.oc spkkzbl ahe t.eeq dsfu uo eoetm ’o kfwo yghew 
dsfu t.eeqzbl fb ahe hysw lsfpbwc kpa ahya nytbAa nho M de.a heyiom 
’o ahfplhat nese ahzgv nzah ahe nezlha fd .yta bzlham

The vzttm
M gfp.w taz.. dee. ahe lhfta fd za fb uo .zqtc ahe nyo Bszy hyw .eybew 

zbc ahe nyo the hyw uztayveb uo hetzayazfb dfs tfueahzbl e.tem Bbw M 
hyw .ea hesm

M thfp.w hyie af.w hes ahe aspahm M thfp.w hyie qp..ew ynyom Npa M 
hywbAam

1fnc ahe lpz.a teaa.ew weeq zb uo kfbetm
Bgsftt dsfu uec Bszy tya nzah hes kygv ylyzbta y sptaew gsyaec 

spbbzbl y nheatafbe fies ahe ewle fd hes vbzdem The shoahuzg tgsyqe 
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fd ueay. ylyzbta tafbe nyt ahe fb.o tfpbw keaneeb ptm Ues dyge nyt 
pbseywyk.ec hes eSqsettzfb gysedp..o lpyswewm -he wzwbAa .ffv ya uec 
wzwbAa ygvbfn.ewle nhya hyw hyqqebewm

’yoke the selseaaew zam
’yoke the vben tfueahzbl nyt nsfblm
The rse gsygv.ew tfda.o yt y tasyo eukes qfqqewc kseyvzbl ahe tzJ

.ebgem M tny..fnew hysw ybw qp..ew uo vbeet af uo ghetam
M thfp.w tyo tfueahzblm
Nedfse M gfp.wc y .fpw lsfyb thyaaesew ahe ufuebam
“yS sf..ew fies dsfu hzt tqfa ko ahe iehzg.em Uzt ysut taseaghew 

ykfie hzt heyw yt he oynbewm WGlhm ’fsbzbltm ?ho wf aheo eSzta”Y
BszyAt .zqt anzaghewm W-f ofp gyb tpKesmY
“yS tya pqc spbbzbl y hybw ahsfplh hzt aybl.ew hyzsm W…fp hpsa uec 

BszymY Uzt ly,e Ezgvesew af uec ybw hzt tuzsv weeqebewm WNpa bfa yt 
upgh yt 6ye. hesec nhf .ffvt .zve he tyn y lhfta zb hzt wseyutm Hs 
uyoke0 tfueahzbl e.temY

M thfa hzu y l.ysem W-hpa pqmY
“ySAt lszb fb.o nzwebewm WHhc tf za nyt tfueahzbl e.tem MbaesetazblmY
1zy yqqeysew ketzwe hzuc kspthzbl wpta fK hes t.eeietm WMd ofp anf 

yse wfbe kezbl zwzfatc ne hyie ahzblt af wfmY
Bszy taffwc Ezqqzbl hes vbzde zb hes qy.u kedfse theyahzbl zam W-heAt 

szlham Vya Ipzgv.om ?e beew af ufie tffbmY
“yS lsfybew ylyzb kpa seyghew dfs y syazfb kys dsfu hzt qygvm Ue 

afse za fqeb nzah hzt aeeahc upaaeszbl tfueahzbl ykfpa hfn pbdyzs .zde 
nytm

M lsykkew uo fnb syazfb kpa kyse.o aytaew zam ’o uzbw nyt e.teJ
nhesec taz.. aybl.ew zb .yta bzlhaAt uztayvem 1fa ahya vzttzbl hes nyt y 
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uztayvec kpa ayvzbl ywiybayle fd ahe ufueba ybw bfa ae..zbl hes ahe 
aspahm

Bszy ufiew afnysw ahe iehzg.ec ghegvzbl ahe leys ne hyw .fywewm M 
hetzayaewc aheb df..fnewm

-he wzwbAa .ffv ya ue yt the azlhaebew ahe tasyqt fies ahe hzwweb eSJ
q.ftzietc ebtpszbl aheo nese tegpsem The tz.ebge keaneeb pt taseaghew 
aff .fblc aff azlham

M eShy.ewm WBszymY
-he qyptew kpa wzwbAa apsb ysfpbwm W?hya”Y
M thzdaew pbgfudfsayk.om WBkfpa .yta bzlha0Y
-he rby..o .ffvew ya uec hes lseeb eoet pbseywyk.em
M ahfplha the nfp.w tyo tfueahzbl dfs y tegfbwc kpa aheb “yS 

g.yqqew y hybw fb uo thfp.wesc beys.o uyvzbl ue ghfve fb uo 
kseyahm WB.szlhac .fiekzswtc .eaAt lea y ufie fbm ?eAie lfa y Ofue af 
wetasfomY

Bszy apsbew ynyo kedfse M gfp.w setqfbwc hes dfgpt thzdazbl af 1zyc 
nhf nyt y.seywo teaazbl pq ahe gfbifo wztlpztetm

M g.ebghew uo "ynm
Bbfahes uzttew ghybgem
Bbfahes .ze ko fuzttzfbm
Bbw bfnc ahese nyt bf azue .edam
Negypte afwyoc ne nese ny.vzbl tasyzlha zbaf ahe dffw tfpsge fd ahe 

Uyieb 1eanfsvc q.ybbzbl tfueahzbl gsy,om
Bbw zd ne dyz.ewc bfbe fd pt nfp.w uyve za fpa y.ziem
The tpb nyt sztzbl hzlhes bfnc kpsbzbl ynyo ahe gf.w ewle fd ahe 

bzlha ybw apsbzbl ahe tvo zbaf y wp..c pbdfslzizbl sewm The yzs nyt 
ahzgv nzah wpta yt ne nfsvewc qseqqzbl dfs nhya nyt eytz.o ahe ufta 
segv.ett ahzbl ne2w eies wfbem
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“yS taffw ketzwe fps ysufsew tybw iehzg.ec yw"ptazbl hzt ben.o 
ygIpzsew pbzdfsuCy ayaaesew -obwzgyae asybtqfsa lpysw2t "ygveac taz.. 
tayzbew nzah f.w tneya ybw lszuem Ue apllew ya ahe gf..ysc uyvzbl y 
dygem 3…fp vbfnc dfs y lsfpq fd qefq.e nhf ahzbv aheo2se keaaes ahyb 
eiesofbe e.tec aheo tpse wfb2a ayve gyse fd ahezs g.fahetm3

Bszy sf..ew hes eoetm 3Ma2t tpqqftew af .ffv ptewm Md ne ny.v zb 
.ffvzbl aff g.eybc aheo2.. vbfn tfueahzbl2t fKm3

1zy nyt vbee.zbl ko fbe fd ahe gsyaetc ueazgp.fpt.o yssyblzbl ahe 
dyve gsewebazy.t the2w dfslew ahe bzlha kedfsem -he qsettew hes ahpuk 
ylyzbta ahe ewle fd y dykszgyaew MO ghzqc nyaghzbl ahe Ezgveszbl .zlha 
gfbrsu zat ygaziyazfbm 3Thzt nz.. nfsvc3 the upaaesewm 3Bt .fbl yt bf 
fbe .ffvt aff g.fte.om3

M nzqew ahe tneya dsfu uo dfseheyw ybw aszew af thyve fK ahe 
pbeyte gsyn.zbl pq uo tqzbem Viesoahzbl ykfpa ahzt de.a0 aff dytam Tff 
zbeizayk.em These nyt bf apsbzbl kygvm

3…fp2se Ipzeac3 Bszy upsupsewc tpwweb.o ketzwe uem
M dfsgew y thsplm 3“pta ahzbvzblm3
-he tapwzew ue kszeEoc eoet thysqc .zve the nyt asozbl af qee. kygv 

ahe .yoest M2w gysedp..o nsyqqew ysfpbw uote.dm 3Thzbvzbl ykfpa .yta 
bzlha”3

M tny..fnewc uo ahsfya wsom 3Bufbl fahes ahzbltm3
Ues eSqsettzfb wzwb2a ghyblec kpa tfueahzbl zb hes qftapse thzdaJ

ewm B Ezgves fd wztyqqfzbaueba” 1fCuyoke za nyt "pta ahe tasett fd 
nhya ne nese ykfpa af wfm

3?e thfp.w lf fies ahe q.yb ylyzbc3 xysseb zbaesspqaewm Ue taffw 
beys ahe iehzg.em Ue2w keeb nfsvzbl hy.d ahe bzlha ybw y.. ufsbzbl fb 
seufizbl qysat fd za ahya tgseyuew Raidersm

Bszy bfwwewm 3Dzlham ?e hyie af azue ahzt qesdega.om3
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-he pbsf..ew ahe uyq ygsftt ahe hffw fd ahe iehzg.ec qsettzbl wfnb 
ahe gps.zbl ewlet nzah Eya qy.utm 3The tpqq.o gfbifo zt tghewp.ew af 
ysszie ya ahe fpaes ghegvqfzba zb anf hfpstm Thya2t fps nzbwfnm3

1zy ayqqew fbe fd ahe uysvt fb ahe uyqm 3?e2.. zbaesgeqa aheu 
kedfse aheo seygh ahe Ofue2t uyzb lyaem3

“yS .eybew zbc lszbbzblm 3Md ne ygapy..o qp.. ahzt fKc ne uzlha lf 
wfnb zb hztafso yt ahe gsy,zeta qefq.e af eies tea dffa zb ahe Nyssebtm3

3Hs ahe wpuketac3 xysseb upaaesewm
M eShy.ewm 3Ufn yse ne ayvzbl ahe gfbifo”3
Bszy asygew y qyah y.fbl ahe uyq nzah hes rblesm 3These2t y byssfn 

qytt y.fbl ahe eytaesb szwlem The gfbifo nz.. hyie af t.fn wfnb ahesem 
Thya2t fps keta thfam3

1zy bfwwewm 3?e pte ahe eSq.ftziet dsfu ahe Dyzwest af k.fgv ahe 
sfyw kehzbw aheum Ppa fK ahezs etgyqem3

“yS tuzsvewm 3Bbw aheb ne vzbw.o zbasfwpge aheu af ahe gfbgeqa fd 
dfsgew seazseueba”3

3-fueahzbl .zve ahyac3 Bszy tyzwm 3?e ayve aheu fpa Ipzgvm 1f 
sffu dfs essfsm Hbge ahe lpyswt yse wfnbc ne ayve ahezs pbzdfsut ybw 
ufie zb nzah ahezs gyslfm3

M de.a uo gheta azlhaebm 3Bbw nheb ne2se zbtzwe”3
B thywfn qyttew fies Bszy2t dygem 3?e tazgv af ahe q.ybm -ea ahe 

ghyslet ya ahe tpqqfsa keyutm Tyve fpa ahe dffw tpqq.om Bbw lea fpa 
kedfse aheo sey.z,e nhya2t hyqqebzblm3

Ma tfpbwew tzuq.em Tff tzuq.em
1fahzbl nyt eies ahya eytom
xysseb gsfttew hzt ysutm 3?hya ykfpa gziz.zybt”3
Bszy hetzayaewm 3?e2.. nysb yt uybo yt ne gybm ?e2.. lea aheu fpa 

y.ziem3
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’o tafuygh anztaewm The qefq.e zbtzwe 'eswybzS neseb2a tf.wzestm 
Theo nese nfsvestm 4yuz.zetm 7efq.e yse "pta asozbl af tpsiziem The 
tyue nyo ne nesem

Npa ne wzwb2a hyie y ghfzgem
The 'ez.ew nfp.wb2a .yta ybfahes ufbah zd ne wzwb2a wf ahztm
3M wfb2a .zve zac3 M ywuzaaewm 3Tff uybo ahzblt gfp.w lf nsfblm3
Bszy2t ly,e uea uzbec pbnyieszblm 3Theb ne uyve tpse aheo wfb2am3
“yS taseaghew hzt ysut ykfie hzt heywm 3B.szlhac wffu ybw l.ffu 

ytzwec .ea2t lea wsettewm M nybby tee 6ye. zb -obwzgyae leysm Nea he g.eybt 
pq sey. bzgem3

M sf..ew uo eoet kpa lsykkew ahe pbzdfsu ahya hyw keeb tea ytzwe dfs 
uem Ma tue..ew .zve spta ybw f.w tneyac .zve eieso ueufso fd uo azue 
tbeyvzbl ahsfplh ahe taseeat zb -f.yszt 7szue2t .fnes wztaszgatm

Npa ahzt azuec M nytb2a y qsztfbes zb uo fnb tvzbm
Thzt azuec M nyt ghfftzbl af ny.v zbaf ahe .zfb2t webm
Bbw M wzwb2a vbfn zd M2w uyve za kygv fpam

The tpb hyw g.zukew hzlhesc keyazbl wfnb fb ahe nytae.ybw yt ne 
nyzaew zb qftzazfbm The yzs thzuuesew fies ahe gsygvew eysah8 eieso 
kseyah de.a ahzgv nzah wpta ybw aebtzfbm

?e hyw taszqqew ahe ysufsew iehzg.e fd ybo uysvzblt ahya tgseyuew 
Raider ybw qftzazfbew za "pta fK ahe byssfn qyah nhese ahe gfbifo 
nfp.w qyttm 4sfu hesec ne hyw y dp.. izen fd ahe yqqsfyghc ahe taseagh 
fd sfyw kfSew zb ko "yllew szwlet fd tafbem

B qesdega ghfve qfzbam
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M gsfpghew kehzbw y kfp.wesc rblest azlha ysfpbw ahe taf.eb -obJ
wzgyae szEe t.pbl ygsftt uo kygvm ’o ben pbzdfsu g.pbl af uo tvzbc 
tazK ybw tgsyaghoc y tzgvebzbl.o dyuz.zys nezlham M hyw tqeba uo nhf.e 
.zde asozbl af etgyqe ahe nfs.w fd ahe -obwzgyaec ybw bfn M nyt t.zqqzbl 
kygv zbaf za .zve y tegfbw tvzbm

1zy nyt ketzwe uec wfpk.eJghegvzbl ahe weafbyazfb aszlles dfs ahe 
eSq.ftziet ne hyw q.ybaew y.fbl ahe szwlem Ues ksfnt dpssfnew zb 
gfbgebasyazfbc hybwt taeywo wetqzae ahe lsyizao fd nhya ne nese ykfpa 
af wfm

“yS tya nzah hzt kygv ylyzbta ahe sfgvc afttzbl y tuy.. tafbe pq ybw 
wfnb zb fbe hybwm 3-fc3 he tyzw gytpy..oc 3nhf nybat af ayve keat fb 
hfn dyta ne wze zd ahzt lfet tzwenyot”3

3“ySc3 Bszy nysbew dsfu hes qftzazfb fb ahe fahes tzwe fd ahe szwlem 
-he nyt nyaghzbl ahsfplh ahe tgfqe fd hes szEec asygvzbl ahe hfsz,fbm 
Ues qftapse nyt aebtec seywom

3?hya”3 he tyzwc tuzsvzblm 4zie uzbpaet zt lebesfptm ’yoke ahsee 
zd aheo2ie lfa fbe fd ahfte dybgo -obwzgyae nys wsfbet nzah aheum3

xysseb eShy.ew thysq.oc thzdazbl hzt lszq fb hzt szEem 3?e2se bfa 
wozbl afwyom3

“yS tbfsaewm 3Hhc tf you're dee.zbl fqazuztazg” Thya2t benm3
34fgptc3 Bszy tyzwm 3Theo2se gfuzblm3
The nfswt teba y "f.a ahsfplh uem
M apsbew uo yaaebazfb kygv af ahe hfsz,fbc uo qp.te Ipzgvebzblm
B .fn spuk.e izksyaew ahsfplh ahe lsfpbwm
B den tegfbwt .yaesc ahe rsta iehzg.e gyue zbaf izenCy uyttziec 

tybwJnfsb asybtqfsac zat sezbdfsgew nhee.t vzgvzbl pq y tafsu fd wpta 
yt za .ew y gfbifo fd ahsee fahestm Vygh asybtqfsa nyt heyiz.o ysufsew 
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ybw kpz.a af nzahtaybw yukpthetm ’fpbaew apsseat l.eyuew zb ahe 
tpb.zlhac uybbew ko -obwzgyae tf.wzest zb wysv pbzdfsutm

Theo nese ufizbl dytac ahe eblzbet lsfn.zbl yt aheo yqqsfyghewm
1zy g.zgvew ahe weafbyazfb aszllesc ysuzbl ahe eSq.ftziet ne hyw 

kpszew zb ahe sfgv ny..tm 3Hb ofps tzlby.c Bszym3
Bszy asygvew ahe gfbifo2t ufieuebac nyzazbl dfs ahe qesdega ufJ

uebam
3Uf.wc3 the upsupsewm
The rsta asybtqfsa qyttew ahe uysves ne hyw team Thebc ahe tegfbwm
31fnc3 Bszy tyzwm
1zy qsettew ahe aszllesm
The eSq.ftzfb afse ahsfplh ahe szwle .zve y .zlhabzbl taszvem
B weydebzbl kffu thyaaesew ahe yzs yt rse ybw wekszt syzbew wfnbc 

gf..yqtzbl qysa fd ahe qyahnyo kehzbw ahe gfbifom The .eyw iehzg.e 
tnesiew izf.eba.o yt ahe wsziest t.yuuew fb ahe ksyvetc ahe ebazse .zbe 
fd asybtqfsat tgseeghzbl af y hy.am

The wpta g.fpw tny..fnew aheu nhf.em
M nyt y.seywo ufizblm
?e tqszbaew dsfu fps gfiesc szEet syztew yt ahe -obwzgyae lpyswt 

tapuk.ew fpac gfplhzbl dsfu ahe wptam
Bszy rsew rstac y thysqc qsegzte thfa ahya affv wfnb y lpbbes kedfse 

he gfp.w seygam
“yS ybw xysseb Eybvew .edac gpaazbl fK ybo ghybge fd seaseyam
M aysleaew ahe g.fteta tf.wzesc uo szEe vzgvzbl ylyzbta uo thfp.wes yt 

M rsewm Ue gspuq.ewc hzt neyqfb g.yaaeszbl af ahe lsfpbwm
Phyft espqaewm
The seuyzbzbl lpyswt thfpaew fswest ybw tgsyuk.ew dfs gfiesm Hbe 

fd aheu uywe za af ahe ufpbaew apssea fb ahe .eyw asybtqfsam
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Nedfse he gfp.w rsec Bszy qpa yb yssfn ahsfplh hzt ahsfyam
M kyse.o hyw azue af qsfgett za kedfse ybfahes tf.wzes .pblew ya uem
M anztaewc kyse.o wfwlzbl ahe k.ywe fd y -obwzgyae gfukya vbzde yt za 

t.ythew afnysw uo szktm The tf.wzes nyt dytac tasfbles ahyb M eSqegaewm
Npa M hyw tqeba uo nhf.e .zde rlhazbl af tpsiziem
M t.yuuew ahe kpaa fd uo szEe zbaf hzt dygec vbfgvzbl hzu kygvm Ue 

tayllesewc k.ffw qfpszbl dsfu hzt bftec ybw M wzwb2a hetzayaeCM wsfie 
uo vbee zbaf hzt tafuyghc lsykkew hzt gf..ysc ybw ahsen hzu af ahe 
lsfpbwm

36ye.”3 he tyzwc .ffvzbl pq ya uem
3Thya2t szlham3
B lpbthfa gsygvew kehzbw uec taszvzbl ahe uyb nhf vben ue ko 

byuem
xysseb rbzthew ahe .yta tf.wzes kedfse ahe wpta hyw azue af teaa.em
Bbw aheb za nyt fiesm
The tz.ebge ahya df..fnew de.a y.ufta aff tpwwebc aff dsylz.em
Bszy .fnesew hes szEec tgybbzbl ahe kfwzetm 3P.eysm3
“yS .ea fpa y kseyahc sf..zbl hzt thfp.westm 3Thya nyt eytom3
M thfa hzu y .ffvm 3Ofb2a "zbS zam3
?e ufiew dytac wsyllzbl ahe kfwzet fpa fd tzlha ybw taszqqzbl ahe 

pbzdfsut fK ahe fbet ahya neseb2a gfuq.eae.o thsewwewm The sey. 
-obwzgyae gfbifo wsziest nfp.w ke dfpbw eiebapy..oc kpa ko ahebc ne2w 
ke .fbl lfbem

1zy g.zukew zbaf ahe .eyw asybtqfsa2t gyk ybw ghegvew ahe gfbasf.tm 
3The Vblzbe2t zbaygam ?e gyb taz.. uyve za zbm3

Bszy bfwwewc dytaebzbl ahe -obwzgyae ysufs fies hes g.fahetm 3?e 
ufie bfnm 1f tegfbwJlpettzblm 1f hetzayazfbm3

M tny..fnew ahe vbfa zb uo ahsfyam
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Thzt nyt zam
?e hyw fps wztlpztetc fps taf.eb gfbifoc ybw fps eSq.ftzietm
?e nese fKgzy..o ny.vzbl zbaf ahe ke..o fd ahe keytam
Bbw M hyw bf zwey zd ne2w ny.v kygv fpam
The taf.eb -obwzgyae gfbifo spuk.ew dfsnyswc .eyizbl kehzbw ahe 

k.ffw ybw wpta fd fps yukpthm The azset gysiew weeq asygvt zbaf 
ahe gsygvew eysahc ybw ahe eblzbe2t izksyazfbt teaa.ew zbaf y wp.. hpu 
kebeyah uo deeam

Mbtzwe ahe .eyw asybtqfsac ahe yzs nyt ahzgv nzah aebtzfbm
Bszy wsfiec hes hybwt taeywo fb ahe nhee.c hes eoet .fgvew fb ahe 

sfyw yheywm -he nfse hes taf.eb -obwzgyae pbzdfsu .zve za nyt tegfbw 
byapsec ahe wysv dykszg hpllzbl hes dsyuec ahe hzlh gf..ys gfbgey.zbl 
ahe aebte tea fd hes "ynm

Netzwe hesc 1zy tapwzew ahe gfbifo uybzdeta taf.eb dsfu fbe fd 
ahe weyw wsziestm 3Thzt thfp.w lea pt qyta ahe rsta ghegvqfzbac3 the 
upaaesewc Ezgvzbl ahsfplh ahe wzlzay. .fl fb hes hf.fJqywm 3Ma tyot 
ne2se asybtqfsazbl lsyzb ybw uewzgy. tpqq.zet dsfu Psoftafbe af 
'eswybzSm 1f uebazfb fd neyqfbt fs hzlhJqszfszao gyslfm Thya2t 
lffwCza ueybt aheo nfb2a tgyb pt aff heyiz.om3

“yS taseaghew fpa zb ahe kygvc yw"ptazbl hzt taf.eb -obwzgyae gyqm 3-fc 
nhya2t ahe q.yb zd aheo wf tgyb pt”3

3Theb ne zuqsfiztec3 xysseb tyzw Eya.oc .fywzbl y dseth g.zq zbaf hzt 
szEem

“yS tuzsvewm 3xseyam —fie y lffw 2zuqsfizte2 q.ybm3
M tya zb ahe qyttebles teyac uo taf.eb -obwzgyae pbzdfsu dee.zbl .zve 

za nyt tpKfgyazbl uem The dyuz.zys nezlha fd ahe ysufs q.yazbl ybw ahe 
tazK dykszg qsettzbl ylyzbta uo tvzb ksfplha kygv ueufszet M2w kpszew 
weeqm
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M hyw nfsb tfueahzbl .zve ahzt kedfsem
M hyw keeb fbe fd aheum
1fnc M nyt ny.vzbl tasyzlha kygv zbaf ahezs nfs.wm
Bszy2t ifzge ksfve ahe tz.ebgem 36ye.m3
M .ffvew ya hesm
-he wzwb2a ayve hes eoet fK ahe sfywc kpa hes rblest azlhaebew 

ysfpbw ahe nhee.m 3?e2se leaazbl g.ftem3
M eShy.ewc bfwwzblm
The sfgvo nytae.ybw yheyw lyie nyo af ahe rsta tzlbt fd gziz.z,yJ

azfbCgspuk.zbl nyaghafnest ybw hy.dJkpszew kysszgywet dsfu y nys 
.fbl dfslfaaebm The fpatvzsat fd 'eswybzS Ofue nese .zaaesew nzah 
seubybat fd f.w kyaa.etc sptaew nys uyghzbet hy.dJkpszew zb tybwc ybw 
ahe tve.eay. seuyzbt fd -obwzgyae fpaqftat ahya hyw dy..eb af azue ybw 
wegyom

Bbw ahebc sztzbl ykfie za y..C
'eswybzSm
The Ofue .ffuew zb ahe wztaybgec zat asybt.pgeba ebeslo kysszes 

gytazbl y dyzba lseeb hpe fies ahe tvo.zbem The fpaes ny..t nese sezbJ
dfsgew nzah ahzgv ueay. q.yazblc wfaaew nzah ypafuyaew apsseat ybw 
lpysw afnest ahya qp.tew nzah -obwzgyae zbtzlbzytm Neofbw ahe kysszesc 
ahe gzao zbtzwe l.fnew nzah ysazrgzy. .zlhatc y te.dJgfbayzbew nfs.w fd 
gfbasf..ew ylszgp.apsec dygafszetc ybw fswesm

Ma nyt kzlles ahyb M hyw zuylzbewm
Pf.wesm
“yS .ea fpa y .fn nhzta.em 3-fc ph0 ne2se sey..o wfzbl ahztc hph”3
3…eyhc3 M upaaesewm 3?e2se sey..o wfzbl ahztm3
3Ma2t keeb yb hfbfs rlhazbl y.fbltzwe ofp lpotc3 he tyzwm
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?e wzwb2a wztuztt hzu ahzt azuem B.ahfplh he uyo hyie keeb "fvJ
zblc ne vben ahya yboahzbl gfp.w lf nsfbl nzah ahzt uzttzfb ya ybo 
ufuebam

3M wf hyie af tyoc3 1zy taysaewm 36ye.c ofp uyo ke y Ofue syac kpa 
ofp hyie qsfiew ofpste.d af ke y 'ez.ewm3

The fahest bfwwew ybw ylseew nzah hesm M de.a y tebte fd ke.fblzbl 
ahya M hyw beies de.a kedfsem

3Uese ne lfc3 xysseb tyzwm
The sfyw yheyw dpbbe.ew zbaf y heyiz.o lpyswew ghegvqfzbam ’ytJ

tzie Effw.zlhat kyahew ahe ysey zb hysth nhzae .zlhac z..puzbyazbl ahe 
.zbe fd asybtqfsat nyzazbl dfs g.eysybgem -obwzgyae tf.wzest qyasf..ew 
ahe qeszueaesc ahezs szEet t.pbl ygsftt ahezs kygvtc ahezs iztfst seEegazbl 
ahe l.fn fd ahezs hf.fJtgybbestm

Thzt nyt zam
Bszy azlhaebew hes lszq fb ahe nhee.m 3-ayo gy.um -azgv af ahe tgszqam3
1zy wfpk.eJghegvew ahe uybzdetam 3M2.. hybw.e ahe g.eysybgem 6eeq 

ofps heywt wfnbc ybw wfb2a tyo yboahzbl pb.ett aheo ytvm3
“yS .eybew kygvc azqqzbl hzt gyq fies hzt eoetm 3M2u lfbby ayve y byq 

ybw .ea ofp lpot hybw.e ahztm ?yve ue pq zd ne lea thfa yam3
Bszy thfa hzu y l.ysem 31fa dpbbom3
xysseb thzdaew zb hzt teyac hzt hybw setazbl beys ahe gfbgey.ew qztaf. 

ya hzt hzqm 3Md yboahzbl lfet nsfblc ne wfb2a rlham 1fa oeam3
M bfwwewc tny..fnzbl ylyzbta ahe wsobett zb uo ahsfyam
The gfbifo sf..ew dfsnyswc zbghzbl afnysw ahe ghegvqfzbam The 

g.ftes ne lfac ahe .fpwes ahe hpu fd ahe ebeslo kysszes kegyuec y .fnc 
izksyazbl wsfbe ahya teba y ghz.. wfnb uo tqzbem
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B -obwzgyae fKges taeqqew dfsnyswc syztzbl y l.fiew hybwm Uzt 
pbzdfsu nyt qsztazbec hzt iztfs seEegazbl ahe asybtqfsa2t heyw.zlhat yt 
he yqqsfyghewm

?e qp..ew pq tgysiet fies fps ufpaht ybw bftet af hzwe fps yle ahe 
keta ne gfp.wm Bszy t.fnew ahe iehzg.e af y tafqm

The fKges syqqew hzt vbpgv.et ylyzbta ahe tzwe fd ahe asybtqfsam 
37yqestm3

1zy .eybew dfsnyswc ayqqzbl ya ahe hf.fJqyw eukewwew zb ahe wythJ
kfyswm The taf.eb uybzdeta Ezgvesew af .zdec wztq.yozbl ahe weayz.t fd 
fps tpqqftew gyslfm

The fKges tgybbew zac hzt iztfs qp.tzbl yt he seizenew ahe wyaym
3Pyslf zbtqegazfb”3 he ytvewc hzt ifzge g.zqqew ybw dfsuy.m
1zy wzwb2a hetzayaem 3-aybwysw syazfbt ybw uewzgy. tpqq.zet dfs ahe 

'eswybzS ylszgp.apsy. wztaszgam 1f setaszgaew uyaeszy.tm3
The fKges l.ybgew afnysw ahe seys fd ahe asybtqfsac nhese xysseb 

ybw “yS tya ufazfb.ettc k.ebwzbl zbaf ahe thywfntm
B qyptem
3…fp lpot upta ke dseth fpa fd ahe ygyweuom3
1zy bfwwewm
Theb he bfwwewm
3’fie y.fblm3
The ebeslo kysszes hzttew yt ahe ghegvqfzba lyaet fqebewm
The asybtqfsa .psghew dfsnyswc gsfttzbl ahe ahsethf.w zbaf 'esJ

wybzSm
B kseyah M hywb2a sey.z,ew M nyt hf.wzbl t.zqqew dsfu uo .zqtm
?e nese zbm
1f y.ysutm
1f zuuewzyae lpbrsem
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“pta ahe gf.wc ysazrgzy. nfs.w fd 'eswybzS taseaghzbl kedfse ptm
?e hyw uywe za qyta ahe lyaem
Npa ahe ufta ghy..eblzbl qysa nyt taz.. yheywm
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CHAPTER 
TWELVE

THE FIRE BELOW

T he air inside Verdanix Dome was thick with humidity, artilciag 
sungibht feaminb down vrom the massi'e structure.s cur'ed 

ceiginb, simugatinb a bogden morninb bgowU -ngike the farren waste—
gands outside, give thri'ed hereprows ov hydro—varms stretched in neat, 
cagcugated gines, their croAs swayinb bentgy feneath controgged 'enti—
gation currentsU The scent ov vresh soig, damA earth, and somethinb 
sterigepsomethinb unnaturagpcgunb to the airU

This was a worgd seAarate vrom the chaos feyond its waggsU
I worgd we were afout to furn to the broundU
S briAAed the edbe ov the suAAgy truck as we rogged into the check—

Aoint, keeAinb my freathinb steadyU The con'oy rumfged vorward, 
disbuised as nothinb more than another shiAment ov abricugturag 
boodspbrain, synthetic nutrients, and Auriled water found vor the 
1yndicate.s other citiesU The Veiged had manabed to bet their hands on 
vorbed credentiags, fut that wougd ongy bet us throubh the batesU Ivter 
that, we were on forrowed timeU
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I 1yndicate sogdier in Aristine white armor motioned vor our 'e—
hicge to stoAU The 'isor on his hegmet ofscured his vace, makinb him 
gook more machine than manU

zIuthoriWation,z he demanded, 'oice cogd and cgiAAedU
Oow in the dri'er.s seat, Oia hegd uA a dibitag manivestU Ger lnbers 

faregy tremfged as she handed it o'erU zNoutine suAAgy transAort vrom 
Ned Goggow outAostUz

The buard.s 'isor tigted down as he scanned the de'iceU S vorced 
mysegv to freathe e'en and act gike S fegonbedU qe were dead iv he 
noticed anythinb oLpiv he so much as hesitatedU

Ivter an aboniWinb moment, he handed the manivest fackU
zNed Goggow,z he MuestionedU zqow, we don.t bet transAorts vrom 

way out there 'ery ovten e'er since the 4ord and 4ady Vaeg were 
murderedU Eo'e agonbUz

Oia didn.t wait vor him to chanbe his mindU 1he eased the truck 
vorward, and the bates hissed oAen, re'eaginb the heart ov VerdanixU

Ey stomach cgenchedU qe were inU
Iria sAoke when we turned a corner into one ov the Muieter goadinb 

docksU
zThis is it,z she murmuredU zqe don.t ha'e gonbUz
qe Aarked the truck fehind a stack ov suAAgy crates, hidden vrom 

'iewU The Dome.s workers fustged around the area, ungoadinb shiA—
ments, restockinb hydro—Aods, and mo'inb irribation eMuiAmentU Oo 
one sAared us a second bganceU That was the key to sur'i'inb in a Agace 
gike thispfgend in, don.t stand outU

qe hoAAed out ov the truck, batherinb near the 'ehicge.s rearU The 
metag waggs ov Verdanix stretched hibh afo'e us, and massi'e 'entiga—
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tion systems humminb o'erhead carried coog, controgged air throubh—
out the cityU

Iria sAread the maA across the truck fed joor, Aointinb to our 
tarbetsU

zqe sAgit uA hereUz 1he taAAed the underbround schematicsU zYaeg 
and S take the gower ge'egsU qe Agant the exAgosi'esUz

S nodded, my Augse thrumminbU This was our most danberous 
rogepthere was no escaAe iv we bot caubht feneath the cityU

Iria continuedU z?ax, you start the lresU Eake it fib, make it 'isifgeU 
Hnce the james start sAreadinb, the 1yndicate wigg Aanic and cagg vor 
an e'acuationUz

?ax smirked, adPustinb the vueg canisters straAAed to his AackU zThe 
1yndicate wigg Aay vor what they.'e done to our vamigies o'er the 
benerationsUz

1he turned to Oia and "arrenU zHnce AeoAge start e'acuatinb, you 
mo'e inU The varmers, the enbineerspanyone caubht in the middge ov 
this warU 5ou bet them outUz

"arren crossed his armsU zInd iv they won.t gea'e6z
zEake them,z Iria said simAgyU
1igence hunb fetween usU This wasn.t Pust a mission anymoreU
FeoAge were boinb to dieU
S gooked at IriaU Ger shougders were sMuared, her exAression un—

readafgeU S knew she didn.t want innocent AeoAge caubht in this, fut 
that didn.t chanbe the reagity ov what we were doinbU qe were coggaAs—
inb a cityU

S cgenched my lstsU This was the Arice ov warU
Iria met my baWeU zYaeg, you know the gower tunnegs fetter than 

anyoneU 5ou gead the wayUz
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S vegt the fgood drain vrom my vaceU
S vorced mysegv to nod, fut inside, Aanic briAAed my chestU
S had ne'er set voot in VerdanixU
This was the gie S had feen carryinb since we startedU 1ince they 

gooked to me on their way insideU They fegie'ed S had gi'ed here once 
and knew its streets and hidden AathsU

Rut S didn.tU
S had no idea what waited vor us underbroundU
1tigg, S sMuared my shougdersU Sv S hesitated now, she wougd know 

somethinb was wronbU
Iria studied me vor a gonb momentU Then, she ba'e a curt nodU
zqe mo'e vast,z she saidU zqe meet fack here fevore detonationUz
S swaggowed hardU S cougd do thisU S had toU
Oia secured the gast ov the vake credentiags, ensurinb each ov us had 

cgearance fadbes stogen vrom the truck.s oribinag dri'ersU They weren.t 
Aervect, fut they.d fuy us a gittge more timeU

?ax sgunb an arm around "arren.s shougderU zSv S die, tegg e'eryone S 
went out in a fgaWe ov bgoryUz

"arren sho'ed him oLU zSv you die, it.s Arofafgy fecause you 
triAAed o'er your own veet and git yoursegv on lreUz

?ax brinnedU zJither way sounds gike a gebendary way to boUz
Iria sibhed, adPustinb her bearU zJnoubhU Nememfer, we are here 

to furn the 1yndicate.s vood source, not to kigg anyoneUz
Hne fy one, we Aeeged oL, headinb toward our seAarate AathsU
?ax sgiAAed into the legds, agready uncaAAinb a canister ov vuegU 

Ge whistged gowgy to himsegv, fgendinb in as iv he fegonbedU To any 
outsider, he was Pust another worker revueginb eMuiAmentU Rut we agg 
knew he was afout to turn Verdanix into a vunerag AyreU
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Oia and "arren disaAAeared into the ci'igian Wones, wea'inb 
throubh irribation tunnegs and side aggeys, searchinb vor the AeoAge 
who wougdn.t make it out on their ownU

Iria and S turned toward the stairwegg geadinb underbroundU
S vegt her watchinb me as we wagkedU
8egt the weibht ov her susAicionU
z5ou sure you know where we.re boinb6z she asked, her 'oice 

gibhtpfut there was somethinb underneath itU
S ba'e her a tibht smigeU z5eahU ?ust voggow meUz
1he didn.t say anythinb, fut S caubht the way her lnbers twitched 

toward her kniveU
1he didn.t fegie'e meU
Ind iv S didn.t lnd a way to vake my way throubh this9 she was 

boinb to lnd out the truthU
S vorced my veet vorward as we sgiAAed into the dimgy git stairwegg, 

descendinb into the feggy ov VerdanixU
The moment the door sgammed shut fehind us, seaginb us in the 

darkness fegow, S knew one thinb vor certainU
This was boinb to fe the most frutag gie S.d e'er teggU
The stairwegg descended into darkness, the coog, damA air ov the 

underbround tunnegs Aressinb in around usU The scent ov earth and 
ogd metag lgged my nose, starkgy contrastinb the synthetic vreshness 
ov the varms afo'eU The bgow ov the Dome.s artilciag sun was bone, 
reAgaced fy jickerinb industriag gibhts gininb the waggs at une'en in—
ter'ags, castinb gonb, Pittery shadowsU

Ey vootsteAs echoed on the brated metag joorinb, each steA hea'ier 
than the gastU

S didn.t know where S was boinbU
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Ind Iria was watchinb meU
1he wagked a steA fehind, sigent fut cagcugatinb, her Aresence a 

weibht on my fackU S cougd veeg her eyes on me, e'en in the dim bgow 
ov the tunnegsU

Gow gonb fevore she reagiWes6
S vorced mysegv to keeA mo'inb to keeA uA the iggusionU S studied 

the stogen maAs and memoriWed the routes as fest as AossifgeU S had 
to vake it gonb enoubh to reach the gower ge'eg.s structurag suAAorts, 
which was our tarbetU

Rut e'ery tunneg gooked the sameU
1teeg waggs, rusted AiAes, the vaint hiss ov steam escaAinb vrom 

unseen 'entsU 0orridors franched oL in mugtiAge directions, some 
marked with vaded 1yndicate sibigs, others gevt afandoned and crum—
fginbU

S swaggowed hardU 4evt or ribht6
Iria.s 'oice was sovt fut sharAU z5ou sure you rememfer the way6z
Ey Augse sAikedU
S keAt my vace neutrag as S bganced fackU z5eahU ?ustpz S scanned the 

tunnegs, my mind racinbU Fick a directionU Ict as you knowU zSt.s this 
wayUz

S turned gevtU
S didn.t know iv it was ribht, fut S keAt wagkinbU
Iria didn.t arbueU Rut she hesitated fevore voggowinbU
qe mo'ed more Arovoundgy, the tunnegs narrowinb, the joor 

shivtinb vrom metag bratinb to Aacked dirtU FiAes snaked agonb the 
ceiginb gike 'eins, thick with condensationU The air was cogder down 
here, gess circugated, gike this Agace had feen vorbottenU

qe rounded another cornerpand hit a dead endU
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S stoAAed short, my stomach droAAinbU Nusted farregs and scraA 
machinery fgocked the Aath, Aiged hibh abainst the waggsU Oo doorsU 
Oo access AanegsU ?ust an afandoned section ov the underfeggyU

S tensed, my mind scramfginb vor a way to lx thisU qe cougd doufge 
fackU Eayfep

Iria braffed my wristU
S vroWeU
qhen S turned to her, her breen eyes were gocked onto mineU 

1earchinbU Fiecinb somethinb tobetherU
zYaegUz Ger 'oice was gowU 0arevugU zqhat aren.t you tegginb me6z
I feat ov sigenceU
Then anotherU
S vegt my throat tibhtenU
4ieU 4ieU 4ieU
S oAened my mouthp
Ind nothinb came outU
Recause in that moment, S saw it in her exAressionU
1he agready knewU
Ger briA on my wrist tibhtenedU z5ou don.t know where we are, do 

you6z
S cgenched my PawU zS doUz
1he didn.t get boU zThen where are we6z
S hesitatedU
Too gonbU
Iria.s baWe sharAened, her entire fody boinb stiggU
zYaeg,z she said abain, her 'oice cogder this timeU z5ou.'e ne'er feen 

here fevoreUz
The words hit me gike a lst to the chestU
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S vorced mysegv to keeA my vace unreadafge, fut it didn.t matterU 1he 
saw throubh itU

Ey sigence was the ongy answer she neededU
Iria get bo ov my wrist and steAAed fack, her Paw tibhteninbU 1he 

wasn.t Pust anbrypshe gooked fetrayedU
z5ou gied,z she whisAeredU
S swaggowed hardU zS had toUz
Ger lsts cgenchedU zOo, you didn.tUz
S exhaged sharAgyU zIria, Spz
1he shook her head, cuttinb me oLU 1he wasn.t gookinb at me gike a 

vriend anymore, not gike someone she trustedU
1he was gookinb at me gike a threatU
S had sAent so gonb AretendinbU Fretendinb to fe someone S wasn.tU 

Fretendinb to know the Dome, to gead, to fe stronb enoubh to do 
what needed to fe doneU

Ind now, it was unra'eginbU
z5ou said you brew uA here,z Iria muttered, more to hersegv than 

to meU z5ou said you knew these tunnegsUz
S cgenched my lstsU zS had to say somethinbUz
Iria.s eyes jashedU zOoU 5ou had to tegg the truthUz
1igence stretched fetween usU S had ne'er seen her gook at me gike 

thisU
0ogdU DistantU Teary—eyedU
4ike she didn.t recobniWe me anymoreU
S shougd ha'e togd her vrom the febinninbU Rut now, we were stand—

inb in the deAths ov the Dome, surrounded fy danber, with no Agan 
or way vorwardU

72’



RJOJITG TGJ R-NOSO" VJS4

Iria took a sgow freath, schooginb her exAressionU 1he wasn.t Pust 
hurtpshe was cagcugatinbU

8inaggy, she turned away vrom me and exhagedU
zqe.re not gea'inb without settinb those charbesUz Ger 'oice was 

tibhtU 1harAU zInd since you don.t know where we are, S.gg lbure it out 
mysegvUz

1he Augged out the hogo—maA and jicked it on, scanninb the dibitag 
fgueArint with narrowed eyesU

S wanted to say somethinbU To exAgainU
Rut there was nothinb S cougd say to undo the damabeU
1he had trusted meU
Ind now, S wasn.t sure she e'er wougd abainU
S vorced mysegv to vocusU This wasn.t afout meU
qe had a mission to lnishU
S Aushed down the buigt, the shame, the sick veeginb twistinb in my 

butU
zqe don.t ha'e much time,z S said MuietgyU
Iria didn.t gook at meU 1he Pust noddedU
Then, without another word, she started mo'inbU
Ind vor the lrst time since this mission started, S wasn.t sure iv we 

were wagkinb out ov this tobetherU
The tunnegs brew tibhter, cogder, and Muieter as we mo'ed deeAer 

into Verdanix.s underfeggyU The air smegged ov damA metag, mogd, 
and somethinb egsepsomethinb chemicagU The vurther we wagked, the 
more the bround tremfged feneath our veet, a steady Augse cominb 
vrom the heart ov the Dome itsegvU

Iria ged the way nowU
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1he hadn.t sAoken since our convrontation, her shougders stiL, her 
mo'ements sharA and AreciseU 1he didn.t trust me anymoreU

Ind S cougdn.t fgame herU
S voggowed in sigence, my stomach a tibht knotU
qe were runninb out ov timeU
1he studied the hogo—maA abain as we reached a Punctionpvour 

tunnegs stretchinb in diLerent directionsU Hne was fgocked fy rusted 
farregs and coggaAsed suAAort feams, and the others stretched end—
gessgy into the darkU

Iria crouched, jickinb throubh the hogobraAhic disAgayU zThereUz 
1he Aointed to a narrow Aassabe marked with ogd maintenance ga—
fegsU zThis tunneg geads to the Arimary suAAort cogumns feneath the 
varmsUz

S nodded, fut she was agready mo'inbU
S hurried avter her, the distant hum ov machinery browinb gouder 

as we steAAed deeAer into the tunnegU FiAes gined the ceiginb gike 'eins, 
some driAAinb condensation, others 'ifratinb with AressureU

Thenpa gibht uA aheadU
8aintU 8gickerinbU IrtilciagU
qe sgowed, Aressinb abainst the tunneg waggsU I door goomed ahead, 

metag and reinvorced with 1yndicate markinbsU St was the main cham—
fer feneath VerdanixU

This was itU
Iria bganced at me, her exAression unreadafgeU z5ou Agace the lrst 

charbeU S.gg set the othersUz
S nodded, reachinb into my AackU Ey lnbers tremfged as S Augged 

out the lrst exAgosi'eU
S tried not to think afout the weibht ov what we were afout to doU
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S tried not to think afout the vact that avter today, this Agace 
wougdn.t exist anymoreU

Ind S tried not to think afout the innocent AeoAge afo'e us, the 
ones who had no idea their home was afout to fe riAAed vrom feneath 
their veetU

Iria had Aromised me we wougd e'acuate them, fut that didn.t 
erase the truthpsome wougdn.t make it outU

qe sgiAAed throubh the doorway into a massi'e sufterranean 
chamferU

Nows ov thick metag cogumns stretched uA into the darkness, dis—
aAAearinb into the voundation ov the Dome afo'eU The room was 
gined with ogd—worgd benerators and 'entigation systems humminb 
with give, keeAinb the varms afo'e cgimate—controgged and thri'inbU

Sn the center ov the chamfer is the centrag structurag suAAort cog—
umnU

Hne charbe hereU
That was agg it wougd takeU
Iria crouched near one ov the smagger Aiggars, Augginb out her exAgo—

si'esU S mo'ed to the centrag cogumn, my freaths steady fut shaggowU
This was what S sibned uA vorU
This was what we had to doU
Rut as S knegt at the Aiggar.s fase, my hands revused to mo'eU
I shadow ov hesitation whisAered throubh my mindU
Ey lnbers ho'ered o'er the detonatorU
This was AermanentU
There was no undoinb thisU
Iria.s 'oice cut throubh my thoubhtsU zYaegUz
S startged sgibhtgy, turninb to see her watchinb meU
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1he had agready set her charbe, her sharA breen eyes narrowinbU
1he cougd see itU The hesitationU
z5ou okay6z she asked, her 'oice Muieter than fevoreU
S cgenched my PawU z5eahUz
4ieU
Rut this wasn.t the time vor douftU
S vorced mysegv to mo'e Muickgy, securinb the charbe to the fase ov 

the cogumnU The smagg red gibht on the detonator jickered, waitinb vor 
acti'ationU

Hne Aush ov a futtonU
Hne countdownU
Then, nothinb gevt fut ruffgeU
S steAAed fack, exhaginb sgowgyU
Iria adPusted her Aack and Augged out her radioU z?ax, you ready6z
I crackge ov staticU
Thenp?ax.s 'oice, vugg ov smub amusementU zHh, am S ready to 

create feautivug, lery chaos6 5eah, sweetheartU S was forn vor thisUz
Iria rogged her eyesU zqe.gg sibnag when the countdown startsU 1tand 

fyUz
?ax made a goud mock sagute noiseU zNober that, fossUz
Iria cgiAAed the radio fack onto her fegtU
1he turned fack to meU
There was a feat ov sigenceU
Thenpz4et.s bet the hegg out ov hereUz
S nodded, fut the weibht ov what we had Pust done stayed with meU
qe weren.t Pust lbhtinb the 1yndicate anymoreU
qe were erasinb an entire Aiece ov the worgdU
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Ind no matter how necessary it was, somewhere deeA inside me, S 
wasn.t sure iv S was ready to gi'e with thatU

qe mo'ed Muickgy, sgiAAinb fack throubh the tunnegs with the 
same urbency as fevorepfut the air vegt diLerent this timeU

The charbes were setU
The countdown was afout to febinU
Ind once it did, there was no boinb fackU
Iria keAt her Aace steady, her mo'ements sharA and e:cientU S 

voggowed, my heart hammerinb vaster with e'ery steAU
The radio crackged to giveU
!8ireJs set,K ?ax reAorted, his 'oice frimminb with satisvactionU 

!The legds are gibhtinb uA gike vesti'ag nibhtU The ci'igians are runninbU 
qeJre bood to boUK

"arrenJs 'oice cut in, gower and tenserU !qeJ'e bot 1yndicate buards 
mofigiWinbU TheyJre Aushinb toward the eastern batesUK

OiaL !qeJ'e botten most ov the ci'igians outU Rut we need to mo'e 
nowU qeJre runninb out ov timeUK

Iria Augged the radio vrom her fegtU !-nderstoodU Yaeg and S are on 
our way outUK

qe sharAgy turned down a narrower tunneg, the exit within reachU 
I vaint bgow Augsed ahead, geadinb us toward the main Aathway that 
wougd take us fack to the survaceU

Thenp
S saw herU
4ady VerdanixU
1tandinb at the end ov the Aassabe, surrounded fy a cguster ov 

1yndicate o:cers and buardsU
J'erythinb vroWeU
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1he was exactgy as S rememfered herU Tagg, rebag, draAed in white 
and bogd vafrics that shougd ha'e feen out ov Agace in this worgd ov 
dust and ruinU Ger fgack hair was now streaked with sig'er, fut her 
cogd, cagcugatinb eyes hadnJt chanbedU

Oeither had her smigeU
1he was smiginbU
?ust gike she had when my vather coggaAsed, cgutchinb his throat, 

chokinb on his own Aoisoned freathU
The memory sgammed into meU
The royag dininb hagg, with its crystag chandegiers, was vugg ov the 

scent ov sAice and wineU
The way my vather had basAedU The way his eyes widened in horror 

as the Aoison took hogdU
1he had givted a degicate hand to her giAs, hidinb her amusementU
S cougdnJt mo'eU
S cougdnJt freatheU
The worgd fgurred at the edbes, my 'ision narrowinb to the monster 

fevore meU
4ady Verdanix took a sgow steA vorwardU
Ind then she saw meU
Ger exAression shivtedU
Necobnition dawned in her sharA eyesU
1hockU 1usAicionU ThenpunderstandinbU
Ind Pust gike that, her smige 'anishedU
!Yigg himUK
The words ranb out, cogd and afsoguteU
The buards gurched vorwardU
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!YaegMK  Iria  braffed  my  arm,  tryinb  to  yank  me  fackU 
!Eo'epnowMK

Rut S cougdnJtU
Oot untigp
I bun lredU
IriaJs AistogU
Hne ov the buards droAAed, a crimson fgoom sAreadinb across his 

chestU
ThenpchaosU
1yndicate sogdiers rushed vorwardU Iria sho'ed me fackward, rais—

inb her weaAon abain, fut there were too manypshoutinb, fuggets, 
foots Aoundinb abainst metagU

Ey freath came vast and sharAU Ey lnbers tremfged around my 
bunU

S shougd shootU
S shougd mo'eU
Rut agg S cougd see was herU
The woman who had stogen e'erythinb vrom meU
4ady Verdanix raised a handU !Take them fothUK
The nearest buard gunbedp
Ind thenp
"arrenU
I jash ov mo'ementU I fgur ov dark vafric and steegU
"arren sgammed into me, tackginb me fackwardU
S hit the bround hard, my 'ision tigtinbU
!"HMK "arrenJs 'oice was lerce, desAerateU !Yaeg, N-OMK
Iria was agready mo'inbU 1he lred wigdgy, vorcinb the buards fack, 

drabbinb me with her as S stumfged to my veetU
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Rut "arrenp
Ge turned fackU
S saw it fevore it haAAenedU
The decision in his eyesU
Ge Augged a brenade vrom his fegtU
!"arren, donJtMK Iria shoutedU
Rut he was agready mo'inbU
Igready runninb toward themU
Ge tackged two 1yndicate buards simugtaneousgy, dri'inb them 

fackward and vorcinb them away vrom usU
4ady VerdanixJs eyes widened in agarmU
The countdown was stigg acti'eU
The exAgosi'es feneath the Domepseconds vrom detonationU
The worgd sgowedU
"arren turned, gockinb eyes with meU
Ind thenp
Ge threw the brenadeU
1traibht into the heart ov the 1yndicate sogdiersU
RHHEU
The exAgosion tore throubh the tunnegU
8games eruAtedU The air shatteredU
The vorce hit me gike a wreckinb fagg, hurginb me fackwardU
S faregy heard Iria scream my nameU
The bround coggaAsedU
The waggs vracturedU
Ind thenp
Verdanix Dome veggU
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CHAPTER 
THIRTEEN

THE LONG ROAD HOME

T he world spun around me, a blur of smoke and collapsing 
metal. My ears rang, drowning out everything but the sound 

of my own ragged breathing. My vision swam with dust, the air thick 
with the scent of burning fuel and scorched earth. Somewhere in the 
chaos, I heard voices—distant, frantic. Hands grabbed at me, dragging 
me across the crumbling ground.

Jax and Nia. They pulled me away just as another section of the 
Verdanix Dome groaned and caved in, sending a fresh wave of debris 
into the air. My chest heaved as I coughed, trying to clear my lungs, 
my mind, anything.

Garren.
I twisted, trying to see through the settling dust, but destruction 

remained. The ground where he had stood was gone, swallowed by 
-re and ruin.

Jax collapsed beside me, his breath ragged. Nia stood a few feet 
away, her hands curled into -sts as she stared at the wreckage. The 
weight of our actions pressed down on us, heavier than the dust coat1
ing our skin. No one spoke. There were no words.
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Oround us, the civilians we had freed moved in a panicked fren"y. 
They rushed to abandoned vehicles, engines roaring to life as they sped 
oW into the dunes. Jax pushed himself up, stumbling toward them.

!Yait' …ou canEt just run' …ou need to come with us' The Veiled can 
help—!

No one listened. They were too desperate to escape, too afraid to 
trust. The cars disappeared into the hori"on, leaving us behind one by 
one.

Jax let out a sharp breath, his hands trembling as they curled into 
his hair. !Ye screwed up.!

Ye sat there for what felt like an eternity, staring at the smoldering 
ruins of Verdanix. The heat of the ?ames licked at my skin, but it was 
nothing compared to the guilt burning inside me.

This was my fault.
If I had told the truth0 If I hadnEt hesitated0
Garren would still be alive.
O movement caught my eye. Oria stood, brushing the dust from 

her clothes. Her expression was unreadable, but her voice was cold and 
sharp. !YeEre leaving.!

I forced myself to my feet, legs unsteady beneath me. Lvery muscle 
ached, but I pushed through it, stepping toward the vehicle. Oria 
moved faster. Refore I could reach the door, she turned, her foot 
slamming into my chest.

I hit the ground hard, air rushing from my lungs. I stared up at her 
in shock. !Oria—!

!…ouEre not coming with us.! Her voice was ?at, -nal.
I pushed myself up, wincing. !Yhat are you talking about“ Ye need 

to stick together—!
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!…ou lied.! NiaEs voice was sharp, -lled with something deeper than 
anger. Retrayal. !…ou told us you knew Verdanix. That you had been 
here before. Rut you didnEt. …ou led us into this blind. If we had known 
the truth, we would never have gone through this.! Her eyes burned, 
red1rimmed. !Garren wouldnEt be dead.!

I swallowed, shaking my head. !I— I didnEt mean—!
!Rut you did.! NiaEs words cut deep, leaving wounds I couldnEt 

defend against.
I turned to Jax, desperate. !Jax, please—!
PDid you really lie about being from Verdanix Dome“2 he asked, 

his eyes looking away from me.
PIqm sorry,2 I pleaded. PI can explain everything.2
P’etqs go, Jax,2 Nia said.
O cold pit formed in my stomach. This was real. This was happen1

ing.
I looked to Oria, one last plea. !’et me explain. Flease. ’et me tell 

you the truth.!
Her green eyes were stone. !I donEt care who you are. …ouEre not one 

of us. ThatEs all that matters.!
She turned and climbed into the vehicle. Jax followed. Nia hesitated 

only a second before doing the same. The engine roared to life, and the 
wheels kicked up dust as they sped away, leaving me kneeling in the 
ruins of Verdanix.

Olone.
The Rarrens stretched before me, an ocean of shifting sand that 

swallowed everything. The heat rippled oW the dunes in waves, dis1
torting the hori"on into a cruel mirage. I walked because there was 
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nothing else to do. Recause stopping meant giving up. Ond I couldnqt. 
Not yet.

Lvery step felt heavier. My boots dragged through the sand, sinking 
with each movement as if the desert was trying to pull me under. 
My mouth was dry, my throat raw. My last sip of water was back in 
Verdanix—before everything collapsed, before I was cast out. Now, 
my body screamed for something I couldnqt give it.

Garrenqs last moments looped in my head, over and over, like some 
twisted recording I couldnqt turn oW. His -nal shove, the way his 
face twisted in that last moment before the explosion swallowed him 
whole. I should have saved him. If I hadnqt lied about Verdanix if I 
hadnqt hesitated when I saw ’ady Verdanix—

I clenched my -sts, shaking oW the thought. I couldnqt change what 
had happened. I could only move forward even if each step felt like it 
was leading nowhere.

The sun glared mercilessly, stealing every ounce of strength I had 
left. My skin burned, my clothes felt like lead, and my head pounded 
with each heartbeat. I needed water. Shelter. Something. Onything.

I stumbled, catching myself before I could collapse entirely. My 
vision swam, my pulse roared in my ears, and the hori"on wavered. I 
tried to blink the ha"e away, but the world refused to steady itself.

I wasnqt going to make it.
The thought hit me with terrifying -nality. I had no supplies, no 

plan, no allies. Oria, Jax, Nia—they were gone. The Veiled had left me 
behind. I was alone in the Rarrens. O dead man walking.

My knees buckled, and this time I didnqt catch myself. The sand 
rushed to meet me, swallowing me in its suWocating heat. I lay there, 
breathing heavily, my body too weak to -ght anymore. The sky above 
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twisted, the sun warping into an unnatural shape as my vision blurred 
at the edges.

Then—
O shadow.
It fell over me, blocking out the relentless sun. O -gure loomed 

above, their form ?ickering like a mirage. My cracked lips parted, but 
no sound came out. Yas I hallucinating“

The -gure crouched beside me. Tattered robes, sun1bleached and 
frayed, wrapped around their frame. Their face was hidden behind a 
mask of sand1worn bone, its hollow eye sockets staring down at me.

PYater,2 I croaked, barely recogni"ing my own voice.
The -gure reached into their robes and produced a small, weath1

ered canteen. They tilted it to my lips, and I drank greedily. The li4uid 
was cool, unnervingly pure, unlike any water I had ever tasted. It slid 
down my throat like silk, sending an unnatural shiver through my 
body.

The world sharpened, but only slightly. The pain in my head 
dulled, but the exhaustion remained like a weight pressing against my 
ribs.

P…ou walk alone, but you are not alone.2 The voice was deep, 
warped as if coming from somewhere far away.

I tried to focus, but the heat warped the -gure at the edges. PYho0 
are you“2

Silence. The outcast tilted their head, studying me.
P…ou are not the -rst to be cast out.2
I clenched my jaw. PI donqt need riddles. I need—2
The outcast reached forward, pressing a gloved hand against my 

forehead. The world twisted, my mind splintering. 5or a moment, I 
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wasnqt in the desert anymore—I was somewhere else, somewhere cold, 
dark. Voices whispered all around me, names I didnqt recogni"e. O 
?icker of something ancient. Something powerful.

Then, just as suddenly, it was gone. I gasped, jerking away from the 
outcastqs touch.

PYhat—what was that“2 My breath came in short, ragged bursts.
The outcast stood, their robe billowing slightly in the wind. P…ou 

must decide. Do you let them de-ne you“ Ur do you become some1
thing else“2

I tried to push myself up and demand answers, but my arms shook 
too much to hold me. My head spun again.

Yhen I -nally forced my ga"e back up—the outcast was gone.
The wind howled through the dunes, scattering sand where they 

had just stood.
Had they even been real“ Ur was the heat -nally getting to me“
I pushed myself onto my knees, my limbs trembling with the eWort. 

I didnqt have time to 4uestion it. Aeal or not, I was still alive. I still had 
a chance.

I turned my eyes toward the hori"on and started walking.
The wind howled like a wounded beast, carrying the scent of 

scorched earth and sand that clawed at my skin. Ohead, the sky 
churned in violent shades of copper and black. O storm was com1
ing—a monstrous one.

I stumbled forward, feet dragging through the endless dunes, my 
body an aching mass of dehydration and exhaustion. My lips were 
cracked, my throat raw, and every breath scraped like glass against my 
lungs. There was no shelter in sight, no break in the relentless expanse 
of the Rarrens. It was just me, the sand, and the coming storm.
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Then I saw them.
Ot -rst, I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me again. Dark 

-gures moved within the storm, gliding across the dunes like wraiths. 
Massive shapes, impossibly fast, their forms shifting in and out of 
focus with each gust of wind. They were not human, not animal, not 
something else entirely.

5ear prickled at my spine. I forced my feet to move faster, desperate 
for anything to provide cover. The storm was swallowing the hori"on 
now, a wall of sand and fury bearing down on me.

Ond then, through the chaos, a lone rider emerged.
Ferched atop one of the monstrous creatures, they seemed more 

phantom than a person. Their armor was ancient1looking, crafted 
from bone and scavenged metal, a relic from a long1buried world. O 
tattered scarf wrapped around their face, trailing behind them like the 
remnants of a forgotten war banner. The beast they rode—if it could 
even be called a beast—moved with unnatural grace, its long, sinewy 
body blending into the storm like it was born from it.

I tried to speak, to call out, but my throat was too dry, my voice 
stolen by the wind. The rider said nothing, only tilted their head 
slightly, a silent command.

5ollow.
Lvery instinct screamed at me to run. To turn away from this im1

possible -gure, from the nightmare made ?esh. Rut where would I go“ 
The storm was almost upon me, and I had no hope of outrunning it.

So I stepped forward.
The rider didnqt wait. They pulled on the reins of their beast, 

guiding it eWortlessly toward the edge of the storm. I stumbled after 
them, barely able to keep up, my body protesting with every step.
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Then, just as the storm hit, they disappeared beneath the dunes.
I barely had time to process what had happened before I felt the 

ground shift beneath me. On opening. O hidden passage swallowed 
by the sand. I threw myself forward without thinking, tumbling into 
darkness just as the storm roared overhead.

5or a long moment, I just lay there, gasping for breath, the incredi1
ble underground air starkly contrasting with the scorching heat above. 
Then, slowly, I pushed myself up.

I was in a cavern—not a cavern—something older. The walls were 
smooth, carved not by nature but by hands long since turned to dust. 
Uld1world remnants littered the space—maps with curling edges, 
broken technology whose purpose I couldnqt guess, and blueprints of 
cities that no longer existed.

Ond standing in the center of it all was the rider.
I swallowed hard, my heartbeat thundering in my ears. PYho are 

you“2
They didnqt answer. Instead, they reached down, grabbed a small 

metal canteen, and tossed it to me.
Yater.
I didnqt hesitate. I twisted the cap oW and drank greedily, the li41

uid ?ooding my parched throat. Rut the moment it hit my stomach, 
something felt0 oW. Too pure. Too clean. Os if it didnqt belong in a 
place like this.

P…ou walk alone, but you are not alone.2
Their voice was distorted and surreal, like it was coming from 

somewhere else entirely. The words sent a shiver down my spine.
I forced myself to focus. PYhat does that mean“2
The rider tilted their head. PThe end is coming.2
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O sharp pain stabbed through my skull. I pressed my -ngers against 
my temples, s4uee"ing my eyes shut. None of this felt real. My body 
was too weak, my mind too clouded. Yas I even awake“

P…ouqre not real,2 I muttered. PNone of this is real.2
The rider stepped closer. PLxile is not death. It is transformation. 

5ul-ll your destiny.2
I blinked.
Ond suddenly, the cavern was empty.
No rider. No maps. No technology. No beast waiting outside.
Nothing.
My hands trembled. My mind reeled. Had I imagined all of it“ Yas 

I losing my grip on reality“ I stared at the spot where they had stood, 
my pulse pounding against my ribs.

Then, slowly, I turned and climbed out of the bunker, stepping 
back into the endless desert.

Olone again.

I woke to fabric rustling and the distant murmur of voices. My body 
ached, my throat burned, and for a moment, I didnEt know where I 
was. The last thing I remembered was the endless sand, the burning 
sun, and the strange -gures—mirages, I told myself. The robed man. 
The rider on the Sand Yraith. Had they been accurate“ Ur just the 
fevered delusions of a dying man“
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The tent around me was dim, the air heavy with the scent of dried 
herbs and leather. O thin sheet covered me, but my clothes were stiW 
with sand and sweat beneath it. My head throbbed as I tried to sit up.

The entrance ?ap lifted, and a man stepped inside. He was tall and 
broad1shouldered, his long black hair pulled back from a weathered 
face lined with scars. Tattoos wove intricate patterns down his arms 
and throat. His dark eyes locked onto mine, unreadable, but some1
thing about him felt familiar.

!…ouEre awake,! he said, his voice rough but steady. !…ou were hav1
ing 4uite the dream.!

I swallowed against the dryness in my throat. !Yhere0 where am 
I“!

He crouched beside me, setting down a small clay cup. !O village of 
exiles. I found you half1buried in the sand three days ago. …ouEre lucky 
the 5eralkind or Yraith didnEt get you.!

I took the cup, my hands shaking. The water inside was calm, 
almost too pure, like the water the outcast had given me in my dream. 
I drank deeply, ignoring how my stomach clenched against the sudden 
relief. !…ou saved my life,! I said.

He inclined his head. !It seemed like the right thing to do.!
Something nagged at the back of my mind. His face, his voice—it 

felt like I should know him. Rut that was impossible.
!Yhat is this place“! I asked, glancing past him toward the slit in 

the tentEs fabric. I could hear movement outside, the shuJe of feet, 
the distant clang of metal on metal.

!O haven for those the Syndicate cast aside,! he said. !Men and 
women who refused to bow to the SyndicateEs rule. Some of us were 
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born here. Uthers, like myself, were given a choice—serve the mad 
king or be exiled.!

Something in the way he said it made my chest tighten. O slow real1
i"ation crept over me, a feeling of inevitability that I couldnEt explain.

I sat up straighter. !Yho are you“!
The man exhaled, studying me for a long moment before he spoke. 

!My name is Kieran Urven.!
The name hit me like a -st to the gut. !Urven“! My mind raced, 

pieces clicking into place. !…ou—!
!IEm Daris UrvenEs twin brother, and you are Kael Solaryn, rightful 

heir to the throne.!
The world tilted. I shook my head as if I hadnEt heard him right. 

!ThatEs not possible.!
His expression didnEt change. !It is.!
Daris had been the closest thing IEd had to family aside from my 

father. He had been the one to smuggle me out of the palace, to shield 
me from TiberEs wrath. 

Kieran watched the shock play across my face. !Daris stayed behind. 
I left. That was our choice.!

I struggled to process it. !The timid and curious one who got 
himself into trouble.!

!So, he did tell you about me.! He cracked a smile. !He chose loyalty 
to the kingdom. I chose survival. ThatEs beside the point. Ye need 
to get you back to Solaris Frime and claim your spot. ItEs about time 
Inferna had a king who could -x this place.!

I wanted to argue, to demand why he hadnEt fought back and left 
Daris alone in that viperEs nest. Rut I bit my tongue. I had no right to 
judge him. Not when I had failed in so many ways myself.
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Instead, I asked, !Yhy are you telling me this“!
!Recause you need to understand what youEre up against,! he said. 

!Tiber isnEt just a tyrant. HeEs unraveling, and the experiments the 
Syndicate has been running are worse than anything you can imagine. 
If you donEt stop him, nothing will be left to save—not for you, Daris, 
or anyone.!

O cold weight settled in my gut. I had known Tiber was dangerous, 
but hearing it spoken aloud, seeing the truth in KieranEs eyes, made it 
all too real.

Kieran stood, grabbing something from the corner of the tent—a 
bundle of cloth and leather—which he tossed onto the bed beside me. 
!…ouEll need supplies,! he said.

I blinked. !…ouEre letting me leave“!
!Ye stay out of politics, but just know we are pulling for you. 

Resides, I take it you need to get back to the Veiled before marching 
on Solaris Frime to claim the throne,! he smirked. 

I swallowed hard, touched by the unexpected kindness. !Thank 
you.!

He nodded, then gestured for me to follow him outside.
The village sprawled across the rocky dunes, built from salvaged 

metal and sun1bleached wood. Feople moved purposefully, repairing 
weapons, tending to livestock, and reinforcing walls built to protect 
against something far worse than the elements.

Kieran led me to a waiting horse, its coat covered in lightweight 
armor that shimmered in the heat. O cooling system had been built 
into the platingL no doubt scavenged from old1world tech.

!SheEs strong and fast,! Kieran said, handing me the reins. !SheEll get 
you where you need to go.!
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I took them, running a hand along the horseEs neck. !Yhere did you 
get all this“!

KieranEs smile was knowing. !The past isnEt as buried as people 
think.!

I swung into the saddle, heart pounding. !Daris—if I see him again, 
what should I tell him“!

KieranEs expression darkened, but he didnEt hesitate. !Tell him I 
never forgot.!

I nodded, unable to -nd the words to say anything else.
Then, I turned the horse toward the hori"on. Toward the Veiled.
Toward home.
The descending hori"on shimmered with the ha"e of heat. The 

wind had picked up, stirring loose sand into ghostly wisps that curled 
through the air like dying embers. My horse moved swiftly beneath 
me, its cooling armor hissing softly as it fought against the relentless 
Inferna sun. Lvery breath I took was dry, -lled with the scent of dust 
and something else—something metallic, something wrong.

I rode hard, pushing toward the only place I had left—the Veiled. 
O part of me knew I was still weak from my time in the sand, but I 
couldnqt aWord to stop. Not when the weight of Kieranqs words still 
sat heavy in my chest. The Syndicateqs experiments had spiraled be1
yond control. Tiber was unraveling. Ond if I didnqt act soon, nothing 
wouldnqt be left to save.

The landscape blurred around me as I pressed on, the endless dunes 
giving way to the jagged, broken earth of the Rarrens. Sharp cliWs and 
rocky outcroppings jutted up from the ground like the bones of some 
long1dead beast, remnants of a world crumbling under the sunqs fury.
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I crested a ridge, my horseqs hooves kicking up loose gravel, and that 
was when I saw it.

5ire.
The Veiled was burning.
5or a moment, I couldnEt breathe. The sight before me was a vision 

of destruction, the air thick with smoke coiled in black tendrils against 
the darkening sky. Lven from this distance, I could see the ?ashes of 
gun-re and hear the distant echoes of battle carried by the wind.

The massive machines that had once protected the Veiled lay in 
ruins, their hulking forms half1buried in the sand, torn apart as if 
by monstrous hands. Lxploded vehicles littered the landscape, their 
twisted metal frames still smoldering. Rodies—so many bodies—scat1
tered across the Rarrens, their forms broken and lifeless.

Ond moving among the wreckage, feeding on the dead, was a horde 
of 5eralkind.

The creatures prowled through the battle-eld like carrion beasts, 
their movements swift and predatory. Some crouched over bodies, 
their elongated limbs twitching as they tore into ?esh with sharp, 
blackened teeth. Uthers howled to the sky, their guttural cries sending 
chills down my spine. Their numbers were more signi-cant than I had 
seen—hundreds, maybe more.

I clenched the reins, my heart pounding so violently it hurt. 
The Veiled—the last stronghold against the Syndicateqs tyranny—was 
falling. My people were dying. Ond I wasnqt there.

Oria. The others. Yere they still alive“
The world tilted as I tried to understand what I was seeing. It wasnqt 

just an attack. It was an extermination.
The Syndicate had done this.
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Tiber had done this.
Aage surged through me, white1hot and blinding. I dug my heels 

into my horseqs sides, urging her forward faster, even as my mind 
screamed at me to stop, to think. Rut I couldnEt stop. I had to get there. 
I had to -ght.

I had to save whoever was left.
The wind howled through the Rarrens as I rode straight toward the 

?ames, toward the chaos, toward the end of everything I had left.
Ond I knew, deep in my bones, that nothing would ever be the same 

again.
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CHAPTER 
FOURTEEN

ASHES OF THE VEILED

T he air smelled like nre atd dea.hA

Is o rcde Vlcser .c .he ’eiledus mcgt.ait s.rct,hcldy .he skb 
wled fi.h .he las. emwers cv des.rgV.ictA ThiVk wlaVk smcke Vgrled 
it.c .he heazetsy s.re.Vhit, vcr milesy s.aitit, .he hcripct like at cMet 
fcgtdA The Vlcser o ,c.y .he heazier .he sVet. cv wgrtit, me.al atd 
Vharred wcdies weVameA

o dg, mb heels it.c .he hcrseus sidesy Mgshit, i. harder desMi.e i.s 
lawcred wrea.hA Nb wcdb aVhed vrcm dabs cv .razely mb .hrca. raf 
vrcm .he satd atd hea.y wg. tcte ma..eredA

-c. tcfA
-c. fhet o Vcgld see .he rgits cv mb ctlb hcme lev. smclderit, 

wevcre meA
The ’eiledus ctVeSmi,h.b ,a.es lab it sha..ered rgitsy massize s.eel 

dccrs .crt vrcm .heir hit,esA The rcVkb Ma.h leadit, gM .he mcgtS
.aitside fas li..ered fi.h VcrMsesA Fcme wgrted webctd reVc,ti.icty 
c.hers .crt aMar. wb .he mcts.rcgs 2eralkitd gtleashed gMct .hemA

o sfallcfed hardy mb hatds .i,h.etit, ct .he reitsA
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o had weet .cc la.eA
I,aitA
The FbtdiVa.eus far maVhites lab amct, .he freVka,ey .fis.ed atd 

wrckety .heir massizey armcred hglls riMMed aMar.A “ha.ezer n,h. .he 
’eiled had Mg. gM Vcs. .he FbtdiVa.e dearlbA Eg. i. hadtu. weet etcg,hA

“het mb hcrse se. vcc. ct .he sVcrVhed ear.h webctd .he ,a.esy a 
vait. ,rcat made me batk waVk ct .he reitsA

o .href mbselv vrcm .he saddley latdit, hard ct mb ktees weside a 
dbit, ’eiled farricrA Uis wcdb fas riddled fi.h wgrts atd fcgtdsy 
his lea.her armcr wlaVketed fi.h scc. atd wlccdA

Uis ebes …iVkered feaklb a. mey warelb reVc,tipit, mb vaVeA
K”?aelyj he rasMedy zciVe drb atd wri..le as satdA
o ,rawwed his hatdy mb cft shakit,A Koum hereAj
I ra..lit, wrea.h esVaMed his liMsA KTcck” Mriscters”j Ue sfalS

lcfedy s.rg,,lit, vcr eaVh fcrdA KIria” Hrba” .aketAj
Nb wrea.h hi.VhedA K“here—j
Uis ,riM ct mb fris. .i,h.etedA
Ko,tes 2cr,e”j
Nb wlccd rat VcldA
o,tes 2cr,eA
It cldSfcrld vaV.crb wgried it .he hear. cv .he Earretsy reMgrMcsed 

wb .he FbtdiVa.e as a feaMcts deMc.A Tha.us fhere .heb fere .akit, 
.hemA

o Vcgld veel .he hea. risit, it mb Vhes.y a s.crm wrefit, itside meA
The farricr Vcg,hed ziclet.lby wlccd sMillit, vrcm his liMsA o 

Mressed dcft ct his fcgtdy desMera.e .c keeM him alize vcr 5gs. a vef 
mcre mcmet.sA KUeby s.ab fi.h meA F.abDj
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Uis nt,ers .remwled a,aits. mb armA Uis ,ape fas dis.at. tcfy his 
wcdb slaVketit,A

K”?aelAj Uis zciVe fas warelb a fhisMer tcfA
o leated itA Koum lis.etit,Aj
Uis hatd feaklb reaVhed .cfard his Vhes.y nt,ers Vgrlit, arcgtd 

a smally me.alliV medallict hat,it, vrcm a lea.her VcrdA o. fas cld 
atd fcrt fi.h .imey wg. .he ’eiledus itsi,tia fas s.ill Varzed it.c .he 
me.alDa remitder cv ezerb.hit, .heb had vcg,h. vcrA

Ue MlaVed i. it mb hatdA
K”xctu.” le. .hem fitAj
Thet his ,riM vadedy atd his wcdb s.illedA
o VletVhed mb 5afy veelit, .he fei,h. cv .he medallict it mb MalmA 

Nb nt,ers Vgrled arcgtd i.y Mressit, i. it.c mb skit gt.il i. wgrtedA
Thety slcflby o s.ccdA
The fitd hcfled .hrcg,h .he rgitsy Varrbit, .he sVreams cv .he 

Mas.D.he wa..ley .he lcssy .he wlccdshed .ha. had s.aited .his MlaVeA
o .grted .cfard .he hear. cv .he des.rgV.ictA
o teeded .c ntd mb vrietdsA
o teeded .c n6 fha. o had wrcketA
o teeded .c make .his ri,h.A
o lev. .he wcdies wehitd atd mczed deeMer it.c .he ashes cv .he 

’eiledA
The deeMer o mczed it.c .he rgits cv .he ’eiledqs s.rct,hcldy .he 

fcrse .he dezas.a.ict weVameA Fmcke Vgrled vrcm VcllaMsed s.rgVS
.gresy .he sVet. cv wlccd atd wgrtit, me.al .hiVk it .he airA The 
ctVeS,rea. hidecg.y fhiVh had vel. like a las. revg,ey fas tcf a ,razeS
bardA
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Ecdies li..ered .he ,rcgtdD’eiled farricrsy FbtdiVa.e scldiersy 
atd ezet scme mcts.rcgs 2eralkitd gtleashed gMct .hemA Their 
.fis.edy halvSmg.a.ed vcrms lab it ,rc.es"ge Milesy .heir …esh .crt 
aMar.y .heir ebes dgll atd livelessA “ha.ezer had haMMeted herey i. had 
weet tc.hit, shcr. cv a massaVreA

o ,ri..ed mb .ee.hy vcrVit, mbselv .c mcze vas.erA
Thet o heard i.Da zciVeA I ,rcatA
o sMgt .cfard .he scgtdy mb hear. Mcgtdit,A -ear .he freVka,e 

cv a FbtdiVa.e .ratsMcr. zehiVley a wcdb shiv.edA
o rat .cfard i.y mb wcc.s VrgtVhit, czer sVcrVhed dewrisA “het o 

Mgshed aside a VcllaMsed me.al weamy mb s.cmaVh VletVhedA
!a6A
Ue lab sMrafled ct .he ,rcgtdy his Vlc.hes s.aited fi.h wlccd atd 

scc.A I deeM ,ash rat alct, his army his gsgallb VcVkb e6Mressict 
reMlaVed wb scme.hit, var mcre vra,ileDMaity e6hags.ictA

Y!a6PY o drcMMed .c mb ktees weside himy mb hatds shakit, as o 
reaVhed vcr his fcgtdA Y7cgqre alizeAY

Ue VraVked a feak ,rity his zciVe hcarseA Y7eahy fellAAA tc. vcr laVk 
cv .rbit, .c we c.herfiseAY

o helMed him si. gMy mb nt,ers di,,it, it.c his arm .c keeM him 
s.eadbA Y“hereqs -ia—Y

!a6 fitVed as he tcdded .cfard a VcllaMsed seV.ict cv .he vcr.ressA 
YFheqs alizeAAA o .hitkA Lc. Mitted gtder scme rgwwleA o Mglled her cg.y 
wg. sheqs tc. dcit, ,rea.AY

CatiV sgr,ed .hrcg,h meA o Mgshed gM .c mb vee.y sVattit, .he 
freVka,eA ov -ia fas .raMMedy iv she fas wleedit, cg. fhile o s.ccd 
hereD

Y?ael”Y !a6qs zciVe Valled .c meA YIria atd HrbaA Theb .cck .hemAY
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o tcdded ,rimlbA Yo ktcfAY Nb .hrca. Vlcsed gMy wg. o vcrVed mbselv 
.c Mgsh .hrcg,h i.A YTheb .cck .hem .c o,tes 2cr,eAY

!a6 sfcre gtder his wrea.hA YTha. meats .hebqre mczit, vas.A “e 
dctq. haze mgVh .imeAY

o helMed him .c his vee.y le..it, him leat ct me as fe aMMrcaVhed 
.he rgwwleA HaVh s.eM vel. heazier .hat .he las.y .he fei,h. cv ezerb.hit, 
Mressit, dcft ct me like a Vrgshit, vcrVeA

“e vcgtd -ia .gVked we.feet .he remaits cv a sha..ered s.eel 
warriVadeA Uer le, fas .fis.ed a. at gtta.gral at,ley wrgises darketit, 
her skitA Uer head lclled .c .he sidey her wrea.hs shallcfA

Y-iayY o VrcgVhed weside hery mb zciVe gr,et.A
Fhe s.irredy her ebes …g..erit, cMetA Y7cgqre” alize—Y
o tcddedA Y7eahA Itd sc are bcgAY
Fhe le. cg. a feak lag,hy fhiVh .grted it.c a ,rimaVe cv MaitA Ffea. 

driMMed dcft her vaVey atd o Vcgld .ell she had weet n,h.it, .hrcg,h 
fha.ezer it5grb she hadA

Y9at bcg s.atd—Y o askedy alreadb ktcfit, .he atsferA
Y-c. fi.hcg. a miraVleyY she mg..eredA Yo Vatq. welieze bcg Vame 

waVk vcr gs av.er fe lev. bcg .here .c dieAY
Y“elly o Mrcwawlb deserzed i.y wg. here o amAY
!a6 atd o e6Vhat,ed a lcckA “e Vcgldtq. s.ab herey atd .he FbtdiVa.e 

fas likelb re,rcgMit,A ov .heb had lev. sgrzizcrsy i. fas ctlb weVagse 
.heb hadtq. ntished .he 5cwA

Y“eqre ,cit, av.er .hemyY o saidA YIria atd HrbaA “e Vatq. leaze .hem 
fi.h .he FbtdiVa.eAY

-iaqs ebes darketedA Y7cg ktcf o,tes 2cr,e is a dea.h .raMy ri,h.— 
o.qs tc. 5gs. a feaMcts deMc.y ?aelA o.qs at et.ire FbtdiVa.e cg.Mcs.A 
GeitvcrVedA LgardedAY

041



EH-HITU TUH ERG-o-L ’HoW

Yo ktcfAY
Fhe sfallcfed hardA YThet bcg ktcf .ha. ,cit, it .here meats 

ei.her sazit, .hem cr dbit, it .he MrcVessAY
YThet fe dctq. ,c it alcteAY
!a6 vrcftedA Yo dctq. like fhere .his is ,cit,AY
o .grted .c himA Y“e teed helMA Itd o ktcf e6aV.lb fhere .c ntd 

i.AY
!a6 wlitkedy .het his vaVe .fis.ed it.c scme.hit, we.feet disweliev 

atd hcrrcrA Y'hy hell tcA -cy tcy tcDY
YThe GaidersyY o saidy i,tcrit, his Mrc.es.sA Y“e ,c waVk .c Ecte 

TcftA “e s.rike a tef dealA “e ,e. .he nreMcfer fe teed .c s.crm 
o,tes 2cr,eAY

!a6 .href his hatds gMA YIre bcg itsate— The Gaiders warelb .clS
era.ed gs las. .imey atd .ha. fas weVagse bcg shc. .heir leaderqs live 
sgMMcr.P 7cg .hitk .hebqre ,ctta hatd gs feaMcts atd matMcfer—Y

Y7esAY
Ue sVcQedA YUcf—Y
YEeVagse iv .he FbtdiVa.e des.rcbs .he ’eiledy .heb fctq. s.cM .hereA 

Thebqll s.ar. hi..it, Gaider cg.Mcs.s te6.A Thebqll Vg. cQ .heir .rade 
rcg.es atd .heir sgMMlb litesA ’arikqs fhcle emMire rgts ct sVazet,it, 
atd s.ealit,Dhe teeds .he FbtdiVa.e atd .he ’eiled .c sgrzizeA Tha.qs 
cgr lezera,eAY

!a6 rgwwed his vaVey Vlearlb vrgs.ra.edy wg. he didtq. ar,geA EeVagse 
he ktef o fas ri,h.A

-iay desMi.e her it5griesy smirked feaklbA YLc..a saby ?ael” o .hitk 
e6ile made bcg mcre reVklessAY

Yo dctq. haze .ime .c we atb.hit, elseAY
!a6 shcck his headA YThis is a .erriwle ideaAY
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Yo.qs .he ctlb cte feqze ,c.AY
Ue le. cg. a slcf wrea.hy .het tcddedA
o .grted .c -iaA Y9at bcg ride—Y
Fhe shiv.edy fitVit,A Yo Vat .rbAY
!a6 helMed her gMy s.eadbit, herA o fhis.led sharMlby atd av.er a 

mcmet.y mb armcred hcrse emer,ed vrcm .he freVka,ey i.s Mla.it, 
s.reaked fi.h scc. wg. c.herfise gt.cgVhedA

o helMed -ia ct.c .he saddley seVgrit, her wevcre o sfgt, gM wehitd 
herA

!a6 e6haled heazilby 5gmMit, ct.c a hcrse cv his cftA YEcte TcftA 
Lrea.A Wcze .ha. MlaVeA Tc.allb lcckit, vcrfard .c seeit, .hcse VattiS
wal vreaks a,aitAY

o ad5gs.ed mb ,riM ct .he reitsA YThet le.qs tc. ,ize .hem a reasct 
.c ea. gsAY

!a6 si,hedA YTcc la.e vcr .ha.AY
“i.h cte ntal lcck a. .he wgrtit, rgits cv .he ’eiledy o .grted mb 

hcrse .cfard .he hcripctA
“e had a far .c ntishA

“e rcde it .etse siletVeA -ia leated a,aits. mey her wcdb feak vrcm 
wlccd lcssy wg. she revgsed .c le. ,c cv VctsVicgstessA Fhe fas .cg,hA 
Tcg,her .hat mcs.A !a6 keM. MaVe weside gsy his gsgal sarVasm dglled 
wb e6hags.ict atd .he wrg.al reali.b fe vaVedA
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Ecte Tcft fastq. var tcfA The remaits cv .he Fatd “rai.h wctes 
fere alreadb zisiwle ct .he hcripcty .heir skele.al remaits vcrmit, 
mcts.rcgs silhcge..es a,aits. .he se..it, sgtA

Y“e teed a MlatyY !a6 mg..eredy wreakit, .he siletVeA
o tcddedA Y’arik istq. s.gMidA Ueqll fat. scme.hit, it re.grtAY
Y7eahyY !a6 sVcQedA YWike cgr heads ct sMikesAY
o  i,tcred  himA  Y“e  teed  .c  make  .hem  see  .ha.  .he  FbtdiS

Va.e is as mgVh .heir etemb as i. is cgrsA ov o,tes 2cr,e vallsy .he 
Gaiders lcse a Mrime sVazet,it, ,rcgtdA Thebqll we Vg. cQ vrcm vgely 
feaMctsDezerb.hit,AY

!a6 le. cg. a lcf fhis.leA Y7cg reallb .hitk ’arikqs ,ctta helM gs cg. 
cv .he kitdtess cv his shrizeledy wlaVketed hear.—Y

Y-cyY o admi..edA YEg. o .hitk heqll helM gs iv i. meats keeMit, his 
cft MecMle alizeAY

The las. s.re.Vh cv latd leadit, it.c Ecte Tcft fas lited fi.h 
makeshiv. warriVadesD.fis.ed me.aly cld freVka,ey atd imMaled wcdS
ies lev. as a fartit,A The s.etVh cv rc. hi. gs nrs.y atd !a6 mg..ered a 
Vgrse gtder his wrea.hA

YTheb reallb fet. all cg. fi.h .he deVcr .his .imeyY he mg..eredA
-ia s.irred sli,h.lby vcrVit, herselv gMri,h. as .he ,a.es cv Ecte 

Tcft Vame it.c ziefA The et.ratVe fas a .cferit, mass cv felded 
irct atd wctey …atked wb .fc massize Fatd “rai.h skgllsy .heir hcllcf 
ebe scVke.s s.arit, like emM.b zcidsA

Lgards lited .he .cM cv .he warriVadesy .heir feaMcts .raited ct gs 
.he seVctd fe ,c. VlcseA

!a6 raised his hatds lapilbA YHasby wcbsA !gs. s.cMMit, wb vcr a vrietdlb 
Vha.AY
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'te cv .he Gaidersy his vaVe fraMMed it wlccds.aited Vlc.hy warked 
cg. a lag,hA YWas. .ime bcg fere herey bcgr vrietd tearlb killed cgr 
leaderAY

!a6 Mcit.ed a. meA Y7eahy wg. lcck a. himA Ueqs Vhat,edA I fhcle 
tef matAY

Y“e teed .c see ’arikyY o dematdedA
The ,gardqs ,ape tarrcfedA YItd fhb .he hell fcgld fe le. bcg—Y
YEeVagse fe haze itvcrma.ict .ha. Vcgld saze bcg vrcm weit, te6. 

ct .he FbtdiVa.eqs a,etdaAY
I mgrmgr Massed .hrcg,h .he Gaiders awczeA The ,gard hesi.a.edy 

,latVit, waVk .cfard .he s.rct,hcldA Thety fi.h a ,rgt.y he si,taled 
.c .he c.hersA

The irct ,a.es ,rcated as .heb sfgt, cMetA
YTrb atb.hit,yY .he ,gard steeredy Yatd feqll veed bcg .c .he 

“rai.hsAY
Y“cgldtq. dream cv i.yY !a6 saidy ,rittit, as he rcde Mas.A YNissed 

bcg ,gbsy .ccAY
The itside cv Ecte Tcft fas as ,rim as o rememweredA The s.ree.s 

fere lited fi.h makeshiv. shaVks wgil. vrcm sVazet,ed me.al atd 
cldSfcrld freVka,eA 2ires wgrted it rgs.ed warrelsy Vas.it, eerie shadS
cfs aVrcss .he satdSVczered Ma.hfabsA

Gaiders fa.Vhed gs vrcm ezerb direV.ictDscme amgsedy scme 
farby c.hers Vlearlb dewa.it, fhe.her killit, gs fcgld we fcr.h .he 
.rcgwleA

“e dismcgt.ed it vrct. cv .he massize Vet.ral s.rgV.grey a vcr.ress 
cv s.aVked zehiVles atd reitvcrVed Mla.it,A Tfc ,gards immedia.elb 
aMMrcaVhedy batkit, cgr feaMcts vrcm gsA
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YF.rai,h. .c wgsitessyY !a6 mg..eredy raisit, his hatds as a Gaider 
s.riMMed his ktizes vrcm his wel.A

o warelb reaV.ed as .heb .cck mb ,gty mb ktivey ezerb.hit,A o fastq. 
here .c n,h.A -c. be.A

The vcr.ress dccrs sfgt, cMety atd fe fere led itsideA
The it.ericr fas 5gs. as Vhac.iV as .he cg.sideDa darky Vatdleli. 

sMaVe nlled fi.h makeshiv. vgrti.grey sVraM me.al .awlesy atd feaMcts 
s.aVked it messb MilesA Gaiders lcgt,ed arcgtdy dritkit, vrcm rgs.ed 
Vatis.ers atd ,amwlit, czer cldSfcrld VcitsA Uat,it, awcze gs fere 
me.al Va,es fi.h MecMle it .hemA

Itd a. .he Vet.er cv i. ally si..it, ct a .hrcte cv felded s.eel atd 
wctey fas ’arikA

Ue lccked .he sameDmassizey his wrea.hit, mask s.ill VctteV.ed 
.c .he ,reet li"gid MgmMit, it.c his zeitsA Uis Male skit s.re.Vhed 
.i,h. czer mgsVle atd sVar .issgey atd his lct, fhi.e hair hgt, it lccsey 
.at,led s.ratdsA

Uis ,ape lcVked ct.c gs .he mcmet. fe et.eredA
I slcfy fheepit, ithale Vame vrcm his maskA Thet he rasMedy 

Y7cgqze ,c. terze Vcmit, waVk hereAY
o s.eMMed vcrfardy i,tcrit, hcf .he Gaiders shiv.edy readb .c kill 

a. his VcmmatdA
Y7cg teed gsyY o said simMlbA
’arik le. cg. a lcfy fheepit, VhgVkleA YEcld fcrds vcr a dead matAY
YUeby tcf feqre all vrietds hereyY !a6 saidA
’arikqs ebes ,leamed wehitd .he maskA YKgie. wevcre o Mg. bcg gM 

it cte cv .hcse Va,esAY
o didtq. le. .he .etsict s.cM meA YThe FbtdiVa.e s.rgVk .he ’eiledA 

Theb are fiMit, .hem cg.AY
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The rccm vell silet.A
Hzet .he Gaiders dritkit, cr lag,hit, Magsedy .heir amgsemet. 

zatishit, its.at.lbA
’arikqs nt,ers .aMMed a,aits. his ThrcteA YItd fhb shcgld o Vare—Y
YEeVagse .hebqre mczit, vas.yY o saidA Y'tVe .he ’eiled are ,ctey 

fhc dc bcg .hitk is .heir te6. wi,,es. .hrea.—Y
I …iVker cv it.eres. Vrcssed his sVarred vaVeA YItd fha. dc bcg 

MrcMcse—Y
Y“e fat. ityY o saidA Y“e teed bcgr helM .c ,e. itside atd s.cM 

.hemAY
Ngrmgrs riMMled .hrcg,h .he rccmA Fcme Gaiders lccked itS

.ri,gedA '.hers lccked readb .c sli. cgr .hrca.sA
’arik .il.ed his headA Y7cg e6MeV. me .c risk mb MecMle vcr bcg—Y
Y2cr bcgrselzesyY o VcrreV.edA Y7cg teed .he ’eiled .c remait a 

wi,,er .hrea. a,aits. .he FbtdiVa.e .hat .he Gaiders areAY
’arik fas silet. vcr a lct, mcmet.A Thet he leated vcrfardy his 

Male liMs Vgrlit, it.c scme.hit, almcs. like a ,ritA
Y“here did bcg sab bcg fere vrcm—Y he rasMedA Y7cg seem smar.er 

.hat cte cv .hcse ,reetSebed satd dfellersAY
YUeby tcfy o am cte cv .hcse ,reetSebed satd dfellersy atd oqm 

Mre..b smar.yY !a6 saidA
Yoqm vrcm Fclaris CrimeyY o saidy le..it, mb seVre. cg.A Yo am ?ael 

Fclarbty bastard sct cv ?it, IlriV Fclarbt atd ri,h.vgl heir .c .he 
.hrcteAY

The rccm ,asMedy vcllcfed wb lag,hs as .heb didtq. welieze meA
Yo ktef .here fas scme.hit, mcre .c bcgyY -ia fhisMeredA
’arik raised a hatdy siletVit, his ,gardsA YThe ?it,Flaber—Y
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Yo fas vramed vcr killit, mb va.hery wg. o am tc ?it, Flabery tc. be.y 
atbfabAY

YGcbal.b fi.h gs all .his .imey hcf did o tc. ktcfyY !a6 saidA
’arik raised a hatd atd staMMed his nt,ersA
The ,gards s.eMMed waVkA
’arik e6haled .hrcg,h his masky .aMMit, his nt,ers a,aits. his 

Thrcte a,aitA Y2iteA “eqll helM bcg .ake dcft Tiwery wg. ctVe bcgqre 
ct .he Thrctey bcg fill itVlgde gs it bcgr .rade rcg.esAY

The .rg.h fasy o had tc desire .c .ake mb MlaVe ct .he Thrctey wg. 
he didtq. teed .c ktcf .ha.A

’arikqs ,rit fidetedA YEg. iv bcg we.rab mey ?ael FclarbtAAAY Ue 
leated vcrfardy his zciVe drcMMit, .c a fhisMerA Yoqll make sgre bcg 
we, vcr dea.h wevcre .he etdAY

YThet le.qs make sgre i. dcestq. Vcme .c .ha.AY
’arik e6haled .hrcg,h his mask a,aity tcddit, ctVeA YLe. .hem 

a dritkyY he rasMed .c his metA YItd ,e. .hem scme damt feaMctsA 
“eqre ,cit, .c fary wcbsPY

I Gaider shczed a rgs.ed Vatis.er cv alVchcl it.c !a6qs hatdsA
!a6 wlitkedy .het ,rittedA Y2cr LarretA
Y2cr LarretyY -ia a,reedA
o le. cg. a slcf wrea.hy mb mitd raVit, .cfard fha. Vame te6.A
“e had .he nreMcferA “e had .he tgmwersA
-cfy all fe teeded fas a fab itside o,tes 2cr,eA
The far drgms cv Ecte Tcft eVhced wehitd gs as fe rcde cg. 

gtder .he sVcrVhit, sgty .he Gaiders MreMarit, vcr wa..leA xgs. Vlcgds 
sfirled arcgtd cgr hcrsesq hcczesy .he hea. risit, it shimmerit, 
fazes cQ .he satdA Nb mitd Vhgrted fi.h ezerb.hit, .ha. had haMS
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MetedD.he lies o had .cldy .he .rg.hs o had ntallb sMckety atd .he far 
tcf itezi.awleA

!a6 rcde weside mey his gsgal ,rit reMlaVed fi.h scme.hit, heazierA 
xe.ermita.ictA Gesi,ta.ictA I li..le wi. cv hcMeA -iay s.ill feak vrcm 
her it5griesy rcde we.feet gsy her vaVe se. fi.h "gie. vcVgsA

“e had .he nreMcfer tcfA “e had alliesA Eg. tcte cv i. fcgld 
ma..er iv fe didtq. ,e. itside o,tes 2cr,eA

The sgt fas we,ittit, .c diM .cfard .he hcripct fhet fe sMc..ed 
.hemA

I ra,,ed ,rcgM mczit, .hrcg,h .he dgtesy warelb zisiwle a,aits. 
.he shiv.it, satdsA I. nrs.y o .hcg,h. i. fas mcre Gaiders cr FbtdiVa.e 
sVcg.sA Eg. as fe ,c. Vlcsery o saf .he .rg.hA

’eiled sgrzizcrsA
Theb mczed hesi.at.lby sVattit, .he latdsVaMe like Mreb e6MeV.it, 

.c we hgt.edA Their Vlc.hes fere .crty atd .heir vaVes fere s.reaked 
fi.h ashA Theb had weet a. .he ’eiled Ncgt.ait fhet i. vellA

-ia Valled cg.y Y“e haze .c helM .hemAY
o Mglled mb hcrse .c a slcf hal.A Y'v VcgrseAY
The ,rcgM s.cMMed fhet .heb saf gsA There fere si6 cv .hemy all 

bcgt,D.eeta,ersy mabwe a bear cr .fc bcgt,er .hat meDkids fhc 
had lcs. ezerb.hit,A

I ,irl a. .he vrct.y fi.h darky .i,h.lb wraided hair atd MierVit, 
,reet ebesy s.eMMed vcrfardA Fhe held a Vrgde wlade it cte hatdy her 
ktgVkles fhi.e arcgtd .he ,riMA

Y“hc are bcg—Y she askedA
o slid cQ mb hcrsey raisit, mb hatds sli,h.lbA Y“e fere a. .he ’eiledA 

“e vcg,h. .herey .ccAY
Uer ebes tarrcfedA Y7cgAY
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Fcme.hit, it her e6Mressict made mb s.cmaVh sitkA
Y7cgqre .he cte fhc wgrted i.AY
The fcrds hi. like a ns.A
Y7cg .hitk oDY
Y7cg led .he a..aVkyY atc.her wcb sMa.y s.eMMit, weside herA Uis vaVe 

fas s.reaked fi.h dir. atd dried wlccdy his ,reet ebes wlapit, fi.h vgrbA 
Yo saf bcg fi.h .hemA “i.h .he FbtdiVa.eAY

Nb wrea.h Vag,h.A Theb .hcg,h. o had we.rabed .hemA
!a6 sVcQedy sfit,it, cQ his hcrseA YIlri,h.y le.qs Vlear cte .hit, gM 

real "giVkA ?ael didtq. wgrt dcft cgr hcmeAY
The ,irlqs ,riM ct her ktive .i,h.etedA YThet fhb did bcg sgrzize 

fhet sc matb c.hers didtq.—Y
YEeVagse .he FbtdiVa.e fat.ed him dead 5gs. as mgVh as .heb fat.S

ed bcg deadyY !a6 shc. waVkA Y7cg reallb .hitk heqs cte cv .hem— 7cg 
reallb .hitk heqd we ridit, fi.h gs iv he fas—Y

The ,rcgM hesi.a.edy gtVer.aitA Theb had lcs. ezerb.hit,A Itd 
fhet bcg had tc.hit, lev.y scme.imes at,er fas all bcg had .c Vlit, 
.cA

o sfallcfed hardA Yo fcgld die wevcre o ezer sided fi.h TiwerAY
The ,irl s.gdied me vcr a lct, mcmet.A Thety her ,ape …iVked .c 

!a6A Y“hc are bcg—Y
Y!a6yY he saidA YCrcvessictal smar.assA Cre..b deVet. fi.h a ,gtAY
YItd her—Y
Y-iayY she said simMlby si..it, a li..le s.rai,h.er it .he saddle desMi.e 

her it5griesA Y7cg ,gbs fere it .he bcgt,er .raitit, Vlassesy feretq. 
bcg—Y

Theb tcddedA
The ,irlqs ,ape re.grted .c meA YItd bcg—Y
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!a6 atsfered wevcre o VcgldA
YUeqs ?ael FclarbtA The ri,h.vgl heir .c .he Thrcte cv Fclaris 

CrimeAY
I heazb siletVe vellA
The wcb fhc had aVVgsed me cv we.rabit, .hem le. cg. a hcllcf 

lag,hA Y7cg e6MeV. gs .c welieze .ha.—Y
Y7cg dctq. haze .c welieze i.yY !a6 saidA YEg. iv feqre ,cit, .c .ake 

dcft .he FbtdiVa.ey fe teed himAY
o s.eMMed vcrfardA Y“eqre ,cit, .c o,tes 2cr,eAY
The ,irlqs e6Mressict darketedA YTha.qs sgiVideAY
Y-c. iv fe dc i. ri,h.yY o saidA YThe Gaiders are lagtVhit, a vgllSsVale 

assagl. .c draf .heir vcrVes afabA “hile .he FbtdiVa.e is dis.raV.edy 
feqre ,cit, it .c resVge cgr MecMleAY

YTheb .cck ?aedity Gbttay atd NcraakyY .he ,irl saidA
YItd Iria atd HrbayY o addedA
The met.ict cv mb mc.her made her s.iQetA YHrba fas .aket—Y
Y7esAY
The ,irl e6haled sharMlby ,latVit, waVk a. her ,rcgMA Theb fere 

sgrzizcrs cv .he ’eiledy 5gs. like meA Theb had lcs. .heir hcme atd .heir 
vamiliesA Itd .heb fat.ed rezet,e 5gs. as mgVh as o didA

o didtq. ktcf fha. o e6MeV.ed her .c sabA Nabwe atc.her aVVgsaS
.ictA Itc.her revgsalA

ots.eady she tcddedA YThet feqre Vcmit, fi.h bcgAY
The c.hers mgrmgred it a,reemet.A
Y“ai.yY !a6 saidy rgwwit, his .emMlesA Y!gs. like .ha.— -c ar,git,— 

-c .hrea.s—Y
The ,irl ,aze him a sharM lcckA Y“e are ’eiledA “e n,h. vcr cgr 

cftAY
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!a6 le. cg. a wrea.hA Y“elly alri,h. .hetAY
o lccked a. .he ,irlA Y“ha.qs bcgr tame—Y
Fhe hesi.a.edA Thety YFiettaAY
o tcddedA Y“elVcme .c .he fary FiettaAY

“e VamMed a vef miles vrcm o,tes 2cr,ey hiddet it .he shadcfs cv 
a deeM raziteA The drb deser. s.re.Vhed etdlesslb it all direV.ictsy .he 
fitd fhisMerit, .hrcg,h .he Vatbcts like ,hcs.sA xesMi.e i.s it.etse 
hea.y o had tc.iVed mb wcdb fas weVcmit, aVVlima.ed .c .he VctdiS
.icts cv otvertaA

The nre fas lcfy 5gs. etcg,h .c keeM .he Vcld a. wabA The tef 
reVrgi.s sa. it a lccse VirVley sMeakit, it hgshed .ctesA Theb fere 
Mlattit,A Theb fere MreMarit,A

!a6 sa. weside mey sharMetit, a wlade he had sVazet,ed vrcm Ecte 
TcftA Y7cg reallb .hitk .hebqll we gsevgl—Y

Y“e teed tgmwersyY o saidA
Y-gmwers fhc warelb ktcf hcf .c n,h.AY
o lccked aVrcss .he nre a. FiettaA Fhe had at it.etsi.b .c herDsharM 

ed,esy raf at,erD.he kitd .ha. didtq. 5gs. wgrt cg.M i. hardeted it.c 
scme.hit, s.rct,erA

YThebqll leart vas.yY o saidA
I rgs.lit, scgtd it .he dis.atVe made mb head staM gMA
-ia fas alreadb ct her vee.y ,gt raisedA
Thet fe heard i.A I lcfy ,gr,lit, ,rcflA
2eralkitdA
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The shadcfs shiv.ed webctd .he nreqs ,lcfA
YHzerbcte gMyY o crderedy ,rawwit, mb ktiveA
The sgrzizcrs sVramwledy vcrmit, a .i,h. VirVleA
I shriek sMli. .he ti,h.A Thet atc.herA
!a6 VgrsedA YThebqre hgt.it,AY
I wlgr cv mczemet. lgt,ed vrcm .he darktessA
o warelb had .ime .c reaV. wevcre .he nrs. 2eralkitd hi. .he ,rcgtd 

wevcre meDa ,rc.es"gey .fis.ed .hit,y i.s wcdb sVarVelb hgmat atbS
mcreA o.s 5af fas gthit,ed as i. le. cg. a sVreeVhit, failA

Fietta drcze her ktive it.c i.s .hrca. wevcre i. Vcgld mczeA
Itc.her cte Vame vrcm .he lev.A Thet atc.herA
o slashedy mb wlade Va.Vhit, .he rc..et …esh cv cteqs army wg. i. 

warelb slcfed dcftA
Lgtnre rat, cg.A
!a6 .cck cte dcft fi.h a sit,le shc. .c .he headA Y“e ,c..a mczePY
“e vcg,h. cgr fab .cfard .he hcrsesy haVkit, atd shcc.it, 

.hrcg,h .he sfarmA
ThetDa massize shadcf lccmed vrcm .he darktessA
War,erA 2as.erA F.rct,erA
I far weas.A
Nb wlccd .grted .c iVeA
o. le. cg. a wcteSshakit, rcarA
YGR-PY
“e warelb made i. ct.c cgr hcrses wevcre i. lgt,edA
o kiVked mb mcgt. hardy ,riMMit, .he reits as fe ,allcMed it.c .he 

ti,h.y .he 2eralkitd staMMit, a. cgr heelsA
The ,rcgtd .remwled wetea.h cgr hcrsesq Mcgtdit, hcczesy .he 

weas.qs deeM rcars Vhasit, gs .hrcg,h .he raziteA The far weas. fas 
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gtlike atb 2eralkitd fe had seet wevcreDlar,ery vas.ery i.s ebes ,lcfS
it, at gtta.gral shade cv ,reetA o. mczed fi.h .errivbit, a,ili.by i.s 
devcrmed limws MrcMellit, i. vcrfard a. a sMeed imMcssiwle vcr scmeS
.hit, .ha. sipeA

!a6 .fis.ed it his saddley aimit, his ri…eA YThis .hit, is tc. tcrmalP 
o sfear i.qs ,c. at et,ite it i.s s.cmaVhPY

Ue nredA The wglle. s.rgVk .he weas.qs shcglder fi.h a siVketit, 
VrgtVhy wg. i. didtq. slcf dcftA ots.eady i. rcared atd lgt,ed hi,hS
erDwcgtdit, czer a rcVkb cg.VrcM atd latdit, ct a led,e weside gsA

Fietta VgrsedA Yo.qs Vg..it, gs cQPY
o batked hard ct .he reitsy vcrVit, mb hcrse .c .grt sharMlbA Fatd 

atd rcVk kiVked gM wehitd gs as fe zeered it.c a tarrcf Massy wg. .he 
Vrea.gre vcllcfedy sValit, .he rcVk falls fi.h ithgmat MreVisictA

-iay desMi.e her it5griesy mata,ed .c draf her cft Mis.clA Y“e teed 
.c writ, i. dcfty tcfPY

The far weas. starledy i.s mcg.h s.re.Vhit, .cc fidey 5a,,ed rcfs 
cv serra.ed .ee.h driMMit, fi.h wlaVk wileA o.s skitDiv i. Vcgld ezet we 
Valled .ha.Dfas VraVked atd darky wg. wetea.h i.y Mglsit, ,reet zeits 
Mglsed like mcl.et eter,bA

o. remitded me .cc mgVh cv Hrba fhet she fas n,h.it, .ratsvcrS
ma.ict it .he Mrisct VellA

I hcrriwle .hcg,h. Vlafed it.c mb mitdA
“ha. iv .his had weet a Mersct— “ha. iv .his fas atc.her cte cv .he 

FbtdiVa.eqs Vrea.icts—
Y!a6y aim vcr .he .hrca.PY o shcg.edA
!a6 ,ri..ed his .ee.hy lezelit, his ri…eA YEe..er fcrkAY
Ue nredA
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The wglle. riMMed .hrcg,h .he Vrea.greqs teVkA The far weas. le. 
cg. a hcrrinV ,ar,lit, sVreeVhy s.gmwlit, midSlgt,eA o. VcllaMsed it.c 
.he satdy i.s wcdb Vctzglsit,y i.s mcts.rcgs limws .fi.Vhit, ziclet.lb 
wevcre ntallb ,cit, s.illA

FiletVeA
'tlb .he fitd remaitedA
The ,rcgM slcflb Mglled .heir hcrses .c a s.cMy fa.Vhit, as .he weas. 

.fi.Vhed cte ntal .ime wevcre slgmMit, it.c .he dir.y mc.ictlessA
Nb Vhes. heazedy mb Mglse hammerit, it mb skgllA o slid cQ mb 

hcrsey mb wcc.s sitkit, it.c .he s.illSfarm satdA The weas.qs vcrm lab 
sMrafledy a mi6 cv …esh atd wctey i.s zeits s.ill ,lcfit, vait.lb it .he 
dim li,h.A

Fietta dismcgt.ed weside mey her e6Mressict .i,h. fi.h dis,gs.A 
YTha.qs tc.” tcrmalA Tha.qs tc. a 2eralkitdAY

Y-cyY o mg..eredA Yo.qs fcrseAY
!a6 ktel. weside .he wcdby tgd,it, i. fi.h .he warrel cv his ,gtA Yo 

sfeary iv .his .hit, .fi.Vhesy oqm wlcfit, i.s head cQAY
o .cck a s.eM Vlcsery sfallcfit, .he wile it mb .hrca.A The ,lcf it 

i.s zeitsy gtta.gral sMeedy atd s.ret,.h all Mcit.ed .c cte .hit,A
FbtdiVa.e e6Merimet.sA
Theb had dcte .hisA Theb had Vrea.ed i.A
!gs. like HrbaA
-ia fas .he nrs. .c sab i.A YThis” .his is fha. .hebqre .grtit, MecMle 

it.cAY
Y-c. 5gs. MecMleyY !a6 saidA Y’eiledA
-c cte sMckeA
ov fe didtq. s.cM .hem atd didtq. etd .hisy .his fcgld haMMet a,ait 

atd a,aitA
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Itd HrbaD
o VletVhed mb ns.sA Fhe fas te6.A
!a6 le. cg. a slcf wrea.hy shakit, his headA Y“e teed .c mczeA Ncre 

Vcgld we tearwbAY
Fietta tcddedy staMMit, cg. cv fha.ezer ,rim .hcg,h.s had .aket 

hcld cv herA YThereqs at cldSfcrld s.rgV.gre a mile aheadA “e VamM 
.herey re,rcgMy atd n,gre cg. hcf fe ,e. itside o,tes 2cr,eAY

-c cte ar,gedA xesMi.e her weit, bcgt,er .hat gsy she had tc 
Mrcwlem .akit, Vhar,eA

“e rcde hard vcr .he te6. miley leazit, .he weas.qs VcrMse rc..it, it 
.he satdA

“e reaVhed .he rgits 5gs. as ti,h. vgllb se..led itA The MlaVe had 
ctVe weet scme kitd cv wgtkery lct, awatdctedy i.s falls VraVked atd 
halvSwgried gtder dgtesA

-ia fas warelb hcldit, herselv .c,e.her wb .he .ime fe dismcgt.edA 
o helMed her dcfty atd she ,rgt.ed it Mait wg. didtq. VcmMlaitA

!a6 kiVked cMet .he rgs.ed me.al dccry Meerit, itsideA Y9learA Itd 
tc. nlled fi.h mg.at. vreaksA EctgsAY

The itside fas Vcclery .he s.cte s.rgV.gre shieldit, gs vrcm .he 
fcrs. cv .he EarretsA FVa..ered remtat.s cv .he Mas. li..ered .he 
…ccrDcld sgMMlb Vra.esy sha..ered .eVhtclc,by atd wrcket vgrti.greA 
The MlaVe had weet ratsaVked lct, a,cy wg. i. s.ill vel. like a reliV cv 
atc.her fcrldA

!a6 MlcMMed dcft ct .he ,rcgtd fi.h a si,hA YIlri,h.y o zc.e fe 
tezer dc .ha. a,aitAY

Fietta sa. a,aits. .he fally her ktive res.it, a,aits. her kteeA YNb 
va.her fet. missit, a bear a,c fhile ct a sgMMlb rgtA xc bcg .hitk 
.he FbtdiVa.e Vcgld haze .grted him it.c cte cv .hcse mcts.ers—Y
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o lccked a. herA Yo hcMe tc.y wg. 5gs. keeM hcMe .ha. he is s.ill alize 
atd fill re.grt .c bcg cte dabAY

This fastq. 5gs. a mcts.erA This fas researVhA xa.aA I Mrc.c.bMeA
The .hcg,h. made mb skit VraflA
YThebqre rentit, .heir me.hcdsyY o mgrmgredA YThebqre .rbit, .c 

make .he MrcVess mcre” Vct.rcllawleAY
!a6 VgrsedA YFc fha.y .hebqre wgildit, at armb cv .hcse .hit,s—Y
The siletVe said etcg,hA
Tha.qs e6aV.lb fha. .heb fere dcit,A
o lccked arcgtd .he ,rcgMA H6hags.edA ElccdbA “crt dcftA Eg. 

fe fere s.ill alizeA Itd fe s.ill had a missictA
Y“e s.cM .hemyY o saidy zciVe s.eadbA YTcmcrrcfy fe hi. o,tes 2cr,eA 

“e ntd IriaA “e ntd HrbaA “e resVge .he HldersAY
-c cte disa,reedA
Fietta e6haled atd leated her head waVk a,aits. .he Vcld fallA Y“e 

shcgld sleeM fhile fe VatAY
!a6 le. cg. a drb lag,hA YWike .ha.qs ,ctta haMMetAY
Eg. e6hags.ict fas fittit,A 'te wb ctey fe se..led ity .he remS

tat.s cv .he cld fcrld shel.erit, gs vcr 5gs. cte ti,h.A
o sa. tear .he et.ratVey s.arit, cg. a. .he mcctli. dgtesy mb ,riM 

.i,h.etit, ct mb ktiveA
The far fastq. czerA
o. fas 5gs. we,ittit,A
Itd .cmcrrcfy fe fill writ, hell .c o,tes 2cr,eA
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CHAPTER 
FIFTEEN

IGNES FORGE

T he scent of burning metal and oil ylled mw lungs as pe creIt 
through the underbellw of Fgnes ,orge- our footsteIs muf.

Red bw the constant hum of machinerw— The xaiders had done their 
Iartkthe battle outside raged- pith gunyre and eJIlosions lighting 
uI the svw- a Ierfect distraction for us to sliI inside unnoticed—

SaJ moNed ahead- his bodw lop- scanning for Vwndicate Iatrols— jia 
veIt close behind me- her breathing uneNen but steadw— The "eiled 
surNiNorskVienna and the otherskfanned out- veeIing to the shad.
ops of the topering industrial structures— This Ilace pas a fortress of 
metal and yre- built into the side of a 'agged rocv formation- sIrapling 
pith factories- fuel deIots- and peaIon stocvIiles— Ff the Vwndicate 
held anw Irisoners- thew pould be belop—

WVtaw close-W F phisIered to jia as pe slunv through a narrop corri.
dor betpeen tpo massiNe furnace topers— Vhe hadnOt fullw healed from 
her pounds bacv at the "eiled- but she moNed pith determination—

2e reached a forv in the corridor— 5ne Iath led dopn into the 
Irocessing chambers and another topard phat looved live a holding 
sector—
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SaJ Ieered dopn the hallpaw— WHlright- fearless leader- phich pawqW
W2e sIlit uI-W F said immediatelw— WSaJ- tave jia and the grouI to the 

Irocessing Roor— Thew might be forced to porv there if thewOre veeIing 
Irisoners—W

SaJ looved at me and said- WHwe- awe- caItain—W Then- pith a nod- he 
motioned for his team to moNe— Thew Nanished into the darvness—

F turned to Vienna— WzetOs go—W
Vhe didnOt pait for me— Vhe pas alreadw moNing—
2e descended deeIer into the ,orge— The air thicvened pith heat 

and smove- and the palls narroped into cramIed- su6ocating cor.
ridors— Ft pas too Euiet— There pere no guards or Iatrols- and there 
pas nothing but the hiss of steam IiIes and the distant rumble of the 
machinerw aboNe—

H cold vnot formed in mw gut—
This pas too easw—
F reached out- grabbing ViennaOs arm— WVomethingOs prong—W
Vhe turned- ewes Rashing— W2eOre pasting time—W
F oIened mw mouth to argue- but before F could- a Noice echoed 

through the corridor—
Wzoov at wou— Vo eager to die—W
H metallic clang rang out—
F sIunk'ust in time to see the blast doors slam shut behind us—
Hlarms blared— xed parning lights Ricvered on- bathing eNerwthing 

in a bloodw glop— GeaNw- reinforced gates slammed dopn on either side 
of the corridor- cutting o6 anw escaIe—

2e pere traIIed—
ViennaOs hands Rep to her peaIons- but before she could moNe- 

the palls hissed- releasing thicv- IressuriMed gas into the chamber— H 
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blinding phite mist curled around our legs- ylling mw nose pith the 
sharI sting of chemicals—

Then- from the far end of the corridor- footsteIs—
F recogniMed the gait before F sap him—
Tiber—
Ge strode forpard- smug as eNer- Ranved bw Vwndicate guards in 

Iolished blacv armor— Gis crimson cloav spawed as he palved- his 
hollop blue ewes locving onto me pith tpisted amusement—

WF pas pondering phen wouOd ynallw crapl into mw hands-W he said—
Vienna lunged for her peaIon- but a single gunshot rang out- ric.

ocheting o6 the pall inches from her head—
Vhe froMe—
7ore guards Rooded the corridor- their peaIons trained on us—
Then- F noticed something that made mw blood turn to ice—
"ariv—
The xaider parlord steIIed out of the shadops- his breathing masv 

pheeMing as the green liEuid in his tubes Iulsed— Gis men stood beside 
him- their eJIressions unreadable—

Detrawal—
7w heart hammered— F had trusted him— F had brought mw IeoIle 

here and led them straight into this—
Tiber sighed dramaticallw— WUid wou reallw thinv cutthroat scaN.

engers pould risv their liNes for wouq ,or phatq Vome noble causeq 
Klease—W

"ariv met mw gaMe- his eJIression unreadable beneath his scarred 
face— Ge had made his deal— Gis Irice pas our liNes—

F gritted mw teeth—
WQou sold us out-W F said—
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"ariv tilted his head slightlw— WQou donOt understand hop this porld 
porvs- bow—W

WQou made me a Iromise—W
Ge eJhaled through his masv— WF Iromised to helI wou— Hnd F did—W
Tiber chucvled— WFndeed— Qou should be grateful- 8ael— 2ithout 

dear "ariv- F might not haNe found wou so easilw—W Gis smile pas sharI- 
Iredatorw— WF pould haNe eNentuallw- of course— Dut thisq This saNes me 
so much time—W

H metallic rumble ylled the air—
WDring them-W Tiber ordered—
2e pere dragged out onto a Ilatform that oNerlooved hundreds of 

Vwndicate porvers and ciNilians— Thew forced us to vneel alongside SaJ- 
jia- Hria- Vienna- and the other teens— The factories pere momentarilw 
stoIIed as the artiycial svies shone bright- Iutting a sIotlight on 
Tiber—

Tiber- his guards- !ueen zwra- and mw steIbrothers Tarin and Ydric 
stood at the front of the Ilatform— Tarin glanced bacv at me and gaNe 
me an eNil smirv—

WLreat IeoIle of The GaNen jetporv-W Tiber announced to the 
cropd through a microIhone— WTodaw is a momentous daw indeed— 
2e haNe done phat the Vwndicate has set out to do for generations9 
eradicating the green.ewed monsters that lurved outside our palls— 2e 
haNe caItured those resIonsible for burning our Irecious "erdaniJ 
Uome—W

Then- from behind TiberOs ranvs- three Irisoners pere dragged 
forpard—

8aedin— xwnna— 7oraav—
The last remaining elders of the "eiled—
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Their bodies pere bruised- their clothes torn- but their ewes burned 
pith deyance—

WThese three- the Ylders of the "eiled-W Tiber continued— WHre re.
sIonsible for the destruction that has caused wou all to lose out on 
food— 2e haNe also discoNered that thew had been eJIerimenting pith 
their opn- turning their friends and familw into monsters—W

Hnother guard rolled out a cage that held Yrwa— 5r phat pas left of 
Yrwaq H green.Neined monster pith torn svin and hair streavs claped 
at the cage bars- trwing to be let loose—

WFt is onlw right that this beast be the one pho ynished them o6—W
Hria shrieved in Iain and anger- but the deNice Ilaced on our faces 

IreNented us from sIeaving—
The cropd began chanting 8ing Tiber oNer and oNer again— F 

couldnOt helI but thinv about mw father at that moment— Ge had sIent 
his life trwing to bring us together phile- all along- the zords and zadies 
of the GaNen jetporv pere scheming behind his bacv—

Wzet it loose3W he commanded—
The bars to the cage Rung oIen- and seNeral guards held onto Yrwa 

pith chains— Thew used electric sticvs to veeI her in checv— ,or a 
fraction of a second- Yrwa hesitated— Ger pild- mutated ewes locved 
onto me— Vome small Iart of her recogniMed me—

Dut then Tiber raised a control deNice in his handkand Iressed a 
button—

H shocv collar ignited around her necv—
Yrwa screamed— H sound of Iure agonw— xage— 7adness—
Hnd thenkshe attacved—
Vhe lunged- claps riIIing through 8aedin yrst—
Dlood sIlattered the stone—

BB0



DxHjU5j x5GxDH?LG

Vienna let out a strangled crw beneath her face coNering—
xwnna and 7oraav tried to run but didnOt mave it far—
Yrwa tore through them—
Their bodies hit the Roor— 7otionless—
The cropd roared cheers and chants—
H choved sound rose from mw throat— 7w mother— 7w mother had 

done this—
5r- insteadkthew had done this to her—
F tried to sIeavkbut the guards clamIed the deNice oNer mw face- 

silencing me comIletelw—
F thrashed- but it pas useless—
Tiber turned- grinning—
WThis is the nep Fnferna-W he declared— WThe Vwndicate is the future— 

Hnd nop- pe eJIand—W
7w rage burned—
7w mother pas lost—
Hnd F could do nothing—
The cheers of the Vwndicate porvers still rang in mw ears as thew 

dragged us apaw— 7w muscles ached from the struggle- but the re.
straints around mw prists and the metal deNice clamIed oNer mw 
mouth veIt me from doing anwthing but patch— 2atch as mw mother 
pas turned into a peaIon— 2atch as the "eiled elders pere slaughtered— 
2atch as Tiber toov eNerwthing from me—

F barelw had time to Irocess it before pe pere forced into an ar.
mored transIort conNow- our bodies shoNed forpard bw Vwndicate 
guards in blacv tactical gear— Their eJIressions pere cold— Fndi6erent— 
To them- pe peren“t IeoIle— 2e pere cargo being hauled o6 to rot—
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The transIort Nehicle pas a steel cage on pheels- reinforced pith 
heaNw Ilating- its tires thicv enough to roll oNer phateNer pasteland 
apaited us bewond Fgnes ,orge— The inside pas cramIed and dimlw lit- 
the Roor slicv pith dried speat and grime— The air stanv of rust and 
desIairkthe scent of IeoIle pho had been here before us- IeoIle pho 
had neNer come bacv—

5ne bw one- thew forced us inside— SaJ- jia- Vienna- Hria— F pas the 
last—

F barelw had a second to breathe before Tiber steIIed into the 
doorpaw- blocving the fading light behind him—

Gis ygure loomed- his red cloav draIed oNer his shoulders live a 
ving surNewing his broven sub'ects— Gis blue ewes gleamed pith cal.
culated amusement- and his liIs curled into that smug smirv that had 
haunted me since mw father died—

HQou loov 'ust live him- wou vnop—I
F froMe—
HHlric-I he said- saNoring the name live it pas some old memorw 

he en'owed reliNing— HQour father had that same loov of deyance— The 
same yre— The same Iathetic belief that the porld could be better—I

7w ysts clenched at mw sides—
Tiber sighed- almost bored— HHnd 'ust live him- wou“Ne lost eNerw.

thing—I Ge let that sinv in before adding- HQou vnop- he begged— jot 
for his opn life- of course— jo- Hlric pas too Iroud of that— Ge begged 
for wours—I

7w entire bodw pent rigid—
H chucvle rumbled in Tiber“s throat— HGe forced us to sIare wou 

phen wou pere a child—“I Ge tilted his head— HHnd loov phere that got 
him—I
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H sharI- strangled sound escaIed me- but the metal deNice straIIed 
oNer mw mouth muted it- reducing mw furw to nothing more than a 
muKed gropl—

Tiber leaned in close- his breath brushing against mw ear— HQou“ll die 
alone- 8ael— Sust live he did—I

Ge Iulled bacv- taIIing a gloNed hand against the metal door— 
HVend them to the Dlacv Kit—I

The door slammed shut—
The locvs clicved into Ilace- sealing us inside—
Hnd thenkthe Nehicle lurched forpard- carrwing us into the un.

vnopn—
F sat in silence—
The others pere 'ust as shaven—
Hria stared blanvlw at the rusted Roor- her hands still clenched into 

ysts- trembling— Vhe had patched her father die in front of her— SaJ 
leaned against the cold metal pall- his face hidden behind his hands— 
Vienna sat pith her vnees Iulled to her chest- her breathing shallop— 
jia hadn“t moNed since pe“d been locved inside—

jone of us could sIeav—
There pas nothing to saw eNen if pe could—
2e lost—
The onlw sound pas the steadw rumble of the conNow pheels rolling 

through the endless pasteland—
Tiber had pon—
,or nop—
F forced mw ysts to unclench—
,or nop—
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CHAPTER 
SIXTEEN

THE BLACK PIT

T he transport convoy rumbled across the Barrens, its massive 
wheels grinding against the cracked earth, sending up dust 

clouds in its wake. I sat in the back of the armored transport, my wrists 
and ankles shackled, my throat dry and raw from hours of silence. 
The engine's hum was the only constant sound, drowning out the 
occasional groan of a wounded prisoner or the murmur of the guards 
stationed around us.

The stench of sweat, blood, and oil clung to the interior like a 
sickness, thick and suAocating. Scross from me, Sria stared at the 
metal xoor, unblinking and unmoving. Whe hadn't moved an inch 
since we were loaded up, her e-pression empty and hollow. I wasn't 
sure if she even registered where we were anymore.

je were prisoners. Snd wherever we were going, it wasn't someP
where we were meant to leave.

The convoy 2ostled roughly as the terrain shifted, and the 3rst 
glimpse of the Black Rit came into view.

It was worse than I had imagined.
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The prison was carved into the ruins of a collapsed canyon, its 
2agged walls rising like teeth, the natural rock formations acting as 
an impenetrable barrier. S massive black smog hung over the entire 
comple-, belching from the towering chimneys of industrial forges. 
The air reeked of sulfur and burnt minerals, thick enough to make my 
eyes water.

Beyond the steel gates, I could see lines of prisoners, chained and 
hunched over, their bodies thin, emaciated, and covered in soot. Wome 
carried crude mining tools, their hands raw and bleeding. Gthers sat 
slumped near makeshift tents, eyes sunken, e-pressions empty. They 
weren't 2ust prisoners. They were ghosts.

The ground was scorched black, stained from years of sweat and 
suAering. St the heart of the camp, a massive central forge burned 
endlessly, illuminating the compound in a 3ery glow. The heat radiP
ating from it was suAocating, even from a distance.

The transport came to a lurching halt. The rear doors screeched 
open, and Wyndicate guards in reinforced armor stormed in, barking 
orders.

4GutE4
je were hauled onto our feet, the metal chains clanking loudly as 

we were forced out into the scorching air.
I stumbled as my boots hit the ground, the heat pressing against my 

skin like an open xame.
I barely had time to catch my breath before a shock baton slammed 

into my back.
Rain e-ploded across my spine, and I hit the dirt, gasping.
4Veep movingE4 The guard snarled.
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I grit my teeth and pushed myself up, biting back a curse. Ca- shot 
a glare at the nearest guard but didn't resist.

Hia staggered forward, her face pale, her body still weak from her 
in2uries. Wienna was at her side immediately, supporting her weight.

Snd Sria5
Sria didn't react at all.
Whe moved when they shoved her forward, but there was no resisP

tance. Ho 3re. Cust a hollow, empty girl in chains.
I clenched my 3sts but forced myself to keep walking. How wasn't 

the time to 3ght. Hot yet.
je were marched past rows of prisoners, their dull eyes barely 

sparing us a glance.
I noticed the slogans painted onto the walls in peeling Wyndicate 

inkY
4jork is "onor.4
4The Wtrong jill Oise.4
4There is Ho Jscape.4
The air vents above pumped stale o-ygen into the pit, which wasn't 

enough to mask the heat.
je were led into the central yard, a massive open area surrounded 

by sharp rock formations and layers of crude fencing topped with 
rusted barbed wire.

Then, a 3gure stepped onto a raised platform above the forge.
The jarden of the Black Rit.
6aptain Ohyvek.
"e was an older man, his head shaved bald, his skin dark and 

leathery from years in the sun. S scar ran down the length of his throat 
as if someone had once tried to slit it, but he had lived. "eavy plating 
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reinforced his Wyndicate uniform with a long, rustPcolored coat draped 
over his shoulders.

"is eyes, however, were the worst part.
They were cold and empty, like he had long since abandoned any 

piece of humanity.
The guards removed the face masks that prevented us from speakP

ing one by one. je gasped for air, although the air our lungs found 
was not clean or fresh.

Ohyvek raised a single hand, and the yard fell silent.
"e let the moment stretch before he spoke.
4jelcome to the Black Rit.4
"is voice was sharp, commanding, yet utterly detached.
4Mou work, or you die. There are no heroes here. Ho kings. Ho 

rebels. Gnly the condemned.4
"e gestured toward the forge, where a group of chained prisoners 

were being forced to their knees.
St 3rst, I didn't understand what I was looking at.
Then I saw the 3res raging beneath them.
The prisoners began to scream.
Gne by one, they were shoved into the forge.
The smell of burning xesh hit me like a 3st.
I turned away, my stomach twisting, bile rising in my throat.
Ca- vomited at the sight.
Hia's knees gave out beneath her.
Wienna didn't move, but her 2aw was clenched so tight I thought she 

might crack her teeth.
Snd Sria...
Whe 2ust stood there. !nmoving. Wilent.

ND—



BJHJST" T"J B!OHIHK …JI:

6aptain Ohyvek turned his gaqe back to us.
4Wome of you will last a day.4
4Wome of you will last a week.4
4But none of you will last forever.4
"is lips curled into something almost like a smile.
4jelcome home.4
S gunshot rang out.
S prisoner crumpled beside me, lifeless.
The guards moved in.
Snd the chains dragged us forward.
The air in the Black Rit was suAocating, thick with coal dust and the 

metallic sting of blood. 7y wrists throbbed beneath the iron shackles, 
rubbed raw from the chains that bound me to the others as we were 
herded toward the lower tunnels.

The ground sloped downward, the canyon walls narrowing as we 
were led deeper into the mining sector. The farther we descended, the 
darker it became8the glow of the forge above was replaced by the 
xickering of rusted lanterns bolted to the rock walls.

The heat was unbearable down here, even worse than outside. 
Jvery breath burned my throat, the air thick with sulfur and sweat.

Kuards lined the corridors, their shock batons humming with 
lowPenergy pulses, ready to strike at the 3rst sign of de3ance.

I stole a glance at my friends. Ca-'s usual cocky smirk was gone, 
replaced with an e-pression of Fuiet calculation. Hia struggled to 
stay upright, her in2uries slowing her down, but Wienna stayed close, 
ensuring she didn't fall behind.

Snd Sria5
Whe walked like a ghost. S shell of who she had been.
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The 3re in her had been snuAed out the moment she watched her 
father die.

The corridors opened into a massive underground chamber. I had 
e-pected something small and cramped, but this was an entire underP
ground city of suAering.

Jndless tunnels branched like veins, leading to coal pits, mineral 
deposits, and deep, narrow shafts that plunged into absolute darkness. 
7akeshift wooden scaAolding and rusted mining rigs loomed over us, 
and prisoners moved like shadows, faces hollow, their hands cracked 
and bleeding from endless labor.

S rusted metal structure 2utted from the rock at the center of it 
all8a raised guard station overseeing the entire pit. I could see prison 
overseers pacing along the upper walkways, their rixes slung laqily over 
their shoulders as if they didn't e-pect anyone to 3ght back.

Because no one ever did.
S large tunnel, a choking darkness beyond its entrance, yawned 

ahead.
That's where they were taking us.
The mines.
I clenched my 3sts. There had to be a way out of this.
47oveE4 S guard slammed his baton into my back, and I lurched 

forward, biting back a growl of pain.
je were shoved more profoundly into the tunnels, past rows of 

ragged prisoners digging with crude picka-es, their eyes sunken, their 
movements sluggish.

Snd that's when I saw him.
S prisoner, barely older than me, but with the stance of someone 

who had seen hell and walked out the other side.
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"e stood apart from the others, his back pressed against a stone colP
umn, watching us. "is skin was streaked with coal dust, but his sharp, 
dark eyes were alert and intelligent. "is hair was long and unkempt, 
but something about him was regal, even in chains.

"is gaqe locked onto mine.
"e knew who I was.
The guard shoved me forward again, breaking my stare, and I was 

dragged into the mines.

The work was endless.
They had us digging with rusted tools, hauling heavy slabs of coal 

and minerals from the deeper caverns to the main furnace tunnels. 
The heat was unbearable, sweat dripping into my eyes, mi-ing with 
the soot clinging to my skin.

The air was too thick to breathe correctly, my lungs burning with 
every inhale.

I had thought the Barrens were cruel.
This was worse.
Ca- stumbled beside me, catching himself on a rock wall. 4This is 

worse than being surrounded by those cannibals in Bone Town.4
4Whut up and keep digging,4 a guard barked, slamming his baton 

against the nearest stone to make his point.
Ca- rolled his eyes but kept working.
0rom across the cavern, the prisoner I had seen earlier watched us 

again.
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This time, he moved.
"e walked over, silent as the shadows, and crouched beside me as I 

worked.
4Mou're Vael Wolaryn,4 he said Fuietly.
I didn't react, but my grip on the picka-e tightened.
4jho's askingQ4
The stranger smirked slightly. 4I 3gured you'd say that.4
Wtill bent over his own pile of coal, Ca- gave him a oncePover. 4Snd 

you areQ4
"e hesitated, then said, 4Oonan …ael.4
The name struck something deep in my memory. …ael.
I stopped digging. Turned to face him fully.
…ael was a royal name.
4Mou're from Oed "ollow,4 I said.
Oonan's e-pression hardened, but he nodded. 4jas. Before Tiber 

wiped it out.4
I had heard of Oed "ollow, a Wyndicate outpost once ruled by a noP

ble house. Mears ago, there was a sudden coup and assassination. Tiber 
had been in charge of transport operations then, but the moment the 
ruling family was dead, he had been given more power, more control.

4Mou were e-iled,4 I realiqed.
Oonan gave a bitter smile. 4Sfter my parents were e-ecuted, I was 

given two choices8swear loyalty to the Wyndicate or disappear.4
"e gestured around the Black Rit. 4I chose e-ile.4
I swallowed. 4Snd you've been here ever sinceQ4
"e shrugged. 4If you're smart, you learn how to survive.4
4"owQ4 I asked.

NLH



BJHJST" T"J B!OHIHK …JI:

"is eyes xickered to the guards, then back to me. 4Mou don't. Hot 
for long.4

"is meaning was clear. Jveryone here died eventually.
!nless they found a way out.
Ca- wiped the sweat from his brow, glancing between us. 4Slright, 

so what's the plan, boysQ Because I have no intention of dying in a 
hole.4

Oonan studied me carefully. Then, slowly, he leaned in.
4There's a way out of here,4 he murmured, so low only I could hear.
7y pulse spiked.
4But it's a long shot.4
4Sny shot is better than none,4 I said immediately.
Oonan's eyes darkened with something unreadable.
Then, he said, 47eet me in the lower tunnels at nightfall. If you 

survive that long.4
Snd before I could ask him anything else, he was gone.
The hours dragged on like a slow e-ecution. The weight of the 

picka-e in my hands became unbearable, my muscles aching from 
overuse, my throat raw from the coal dust coating my lungs. The Black 
Rit didn't 2ust break people8it hollowed them out, turned them into 
nothing.

Snd it was working.
Ca- had stopped talking. That's how I knew things were bad. "is 

usual 2okes had faded into e-haustion, and his movements had become 
sluggish. Hia had barely lasted past the 3rst shift, her body too weak 
from her old in2uries. Wienna had done her best to cover for her, but 
even she struggled.

Sria, though5 Sria was the worst.
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Whe worked without e-pression. jithout resistance.
Whe didn't xinch when the guards shoved her or react when they 

barked orders or didn't care.
Snd that scared me more than anything.
The Sria I knew would have fought. jould have raged, bitten, 

clawed her way out of this place. But this Sria5 she was gone.
Tiber had taken everything from her.
Snd if I didn't do something soon, he would take the rest of us too.
The Black Rit never truly slept.
The 3res of the central forge still burned the smell of melting minP

erals thick in the air. Kuards patrolled the upper levels, their boots 
echoing against metal walkways. The prisoners had been given the 
only thing close to a 4break4 they'd ever get8four hours of forced rest 
before the ne-t shift.

I waited for the right moment. Then, I moved.
6areful. Wilent.
I slipped out of the sleeping rows, avoiding the eyes of prisoners too 

far gone to care if I lived or died. Wienna stirred as I moved past her. Whe 
barely opened her eyes, her e-haustion weighing her down.

4jhere5 are you goingQ4 she mumbled.
I hesitated. 4Ketting answers.4
"er brow furrowed, but she was too weak to stop me.
I found Oonan where he said he'd be8waiting at the mouth of one 

of the lower tunnels.
4Mou're late,4 he murmured.
4"ard to sneak away when you're shackled,4 I shot back.
"is lips twitched. 40air enough.4
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The tunnel he led me into was a narrow, abandoned shaft halfPcolP
lapsed with rubble. The air was even hotter down here, thick with 
dust.

Ho guards. Ho workers. Cust darkness.
4jhy hereQ4 I asked, glancing around.
4Because this is the only place they don't watch,4 Oonan said.
I folded my arms. 4Slright, you said there's a way out of here. Wtart 

talking.4
"e e-haled slowly, crouching near a cracked section of the tunnel 

wall. "e ran his hand along it, 3ngers brushing over symbols carved 
into the stone.

Gld Wyndicate markings.
4This place wasn't built as a prison,4 he said. 4It was a military 

supply base before the 6ollapse. The Wyndicate turned it into what it 
is now, but they never fully sealed oA the old tunnels.4

I narrowed my eyes. 4Mou know this because5Q4
Oonan smirked. 4Because I've been trying to escape for years.4
That made me pause.
4Mou've been here that longQ4
"is e-pression darkened. 4:ong enough to know that no one gets 

out alive. :ong enough to know that if we wait and do nothing, we'll 
end up 2ust like the others8buried under rock, forgotten, erased.4

The words settled heavily in my gut.
Because I knew he was right.
I e-haled. 4Wo what's your planQ4
Oonan gestured toward the wall. 4There's an abandoned section of 

tunnels past this wall. If we can break through, we can follow it out of 
the Black Rit.4

NLD



BOSHUGH OG"OBS!K"

I frowned. 4Snd where does it leadQ4
"is mouth pressed into a thin line. 4That's the part I haven't 3gured 

out yet.4
I let out a humorless laugh. 40antastic.4
4It's a risk,4 Oonan admitted. 4But it's better than dying in chains.4
S risk.
Jverything in my life has been at risk lately.
But this oneQ
This one might be worth it.
I nodded slowly. 4I'm in.4
Oonan grinned. 4Kood. How we 2ust need to 3gure out how to 

make it happen before we all get killed.4
The shadows pressed around us, the weight of the mines above 

seeming heavier than ever.
I didn't know if Oonan was telling the whole truth or if this would 

even work.
But I did know one thing.
I wasn't dying in this pit.
Snd neither were my friends.
I slipped back into camp as Fuietly as possible. The Black Rit was 

designed to break people, to make them believe there was no way out. 
But now, I had an e-it8a chance.

That was enough to keep me moving.
0or now.
Ca- was waiting for me near the rustedPout remains of what used to 

be a mining cart, arms crossed, his e-pression unreadable. "is boots 
were covered in dust, his face smeared with soot.

4Mou were gone a long time,4 he said.
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I kept my voice low. 4I had to be.4
"e studied me briexy, his sharp gaqe xicking toward the tunnel 

where I had 2ust emerged. 4I don't like it.4
I e-haled, already e-pecting this. 4Mou don't even know what I'm 

about to say.4
Ca- huAed a humorless laugh. 4I know enough that whenever you 

disappear, it usually means you're planning something insane.4
"e wasn't wrong.
4I met up with someone.4
4Gh my god, does Sria knowQ4 he gasped. 4jait, you two broke up 

before she got captured, rightQ Because you lied about your life.4
4Ca- shut up.4
Ca-'s eyes narrowed. 4Worry, I'm nervous.4
4It was Oonan. "e has a way out of here.4
Ca- didn't look impressed. 4That soQ4 "e tilted his head, voice 

dropping. 4Snd what does this Oonan want in returnQ4
4To not die in a mine.4
Ca- scoAed. 4Snd you believe himQ4
I stared at him, forcing my voice to stay steady. 4I don't have a 

choice.4
"is 2aw tensed. "e wiped the sweat from his forehead, glancing toP

ward the other prisoners. Hia was still asleep, too weak to stay upright 
for long. Wienna was keeping a close watch on her.

Then there was Sria.
Whe sat with her back against the rocky wall, knees pulled to her 

chest, staring at nothing.
Whe hadn't spoken. Hot once.
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Ca- followed my gaqe, his e-pression hardening. 4je lost her, didn't 
weQ4

I swallowed the lump in my throat. 4Ho. Hot yet.4
Ca- let out a slow breath, shaking his head. 4Slright, 3ne. Tell me 

the plan.4
I kept my voice low. 4The Black Rit was built over an old military 

site. There are tunnels beneath us that were sealed oA, but not comP
pletely. Oonan thinks we can break through.4

Ca- rubbed a hand down his face, e-asperated. 4Meah, okay. I have a 
few problems with this already.4

I looked at him. 4Then don't waste time listing them. Cust tell me if 
you're in.4

"e sighed, shaking his head. 4Mou're impossible, you know thatQ4
4Ca-.4
"e met my gaqe.
Snd despite his sarcasm and e-haustion written all over his face, I 

knew the truth.
"e was with me.
4Meah,4 he muttered, cracking his knuckles. 4I'm in.4
S voice cut through the darkness behind us.
4Wo am I.4
I turned8Wienna was standing there, arms crossed, her e-pression 

set.
4Mou were listening,4 I said.
Whe didn't even look guilty. 4Gf course I was. Mou're terrible at being 

Fuiet.4
Ca- snorted. 4Whe's got a point.4
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Wienna took a step closer. 4I don't trust your friend Oonan, but if 
there's a way out of this place, I'm not staying behind.4

I nodded. 4je'll need everyone.4
"er gaqe xicked toward Sria. 4Hot everyone is going to be useful.4
4Whe'll come around.4
Wienna didn't argue. Whe 2ust studied me like she was waiting for me 

to wake up and see the truth.
But I wouldn't.
I couldn't.
I turned away. 4Ket some rest. je move soon.4
Wienna nodded, disappearing into the shadows.
Ca- lingered a moment longer before clapping a hand on my shoulP

der. 4Mou better be right about this, man. Sfter the whole Karren 
dying, Vaedin dying, and your mom turning into a monster, we sure 
could use a win for the group.4

I nodded to him.
Then, I crouched near Sria.
Whe didn't react.
4Sria,4 I said softly.
Hothing.
I reached for her hand, but she barely xinched.
"er skin was cold.
Tiber had taken everything from her.
Snd I didn't know if I could ever bring her back.
But I had to try.
0or her.
0or all of us.
Because if we stayed here, we were already dead.
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The Black Rit didn't sleep.
The sky above was nothing more than a thick haqe of black smoke 

choking out the stars. Jven at night, the forges burned. The WyndiP
cate's hunger for minerals and fuel was endless. Snd as long as the 
furnaces stayed hot, so did the guards' vigilance.

But we didn't have time to wait for the perfect moment.
je had to act now.
Ca-, Wienna, Oonan, and I moved in the shadows, slipping between 

rustedPout supply carts and stacks of discarded mining eFuipment. 
The air reeked of scorched metal and sweat, thick with the everPpresent 
hum of machinery grinding away.

Oonan led the way, keeping low as we weaved between the prisoner 
tents. Ho one could know what we were doing. The wrong word to 
the wrong person and the Wyndicate would bury us alive before we 
even got the chance to try.

4This better not be a waste of time,4 Wienna muttered.
4It won't be,4 Oonan said. "is voice was con3dent, but there was a 

tightness to it8a xicker of uncertainty beneath the surface.
je reached the edge of the camp, where the rusted fences met 

the deep rock wall of the canyon. St the very bottom of the pit, the 
entrance to the old tunnels supposedly lay hidden.

The problemQ
It was sealed shut with layers of reinforced metal plating.
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Ca- whistled low. 4Gkay, see, this is the part where I start having 
second thoughts.4

4Juiet,4 Oonan hissed. 4There's a gap 2ust beneath the plating. 
Jnough space to dig through if we loosen the bolts.4

Wienna dropped to her knees, running her 3ngers along the rusted 
edges. 4It's tight,4 she admitted. 4But not impossible.4

I clenched my 3sts. 4Then let's move. Before the guards do their 
rounds.4

je worked fast, scraping away dirt and dust, prying at the metal 
with whatever we could 3nd. 7y hands throbbed with raw pain as I 
wedged an old mining pick into a seam, gritting my teeth as I pushed 
with everything I had.

The metal groaned.
It shifted82ust a little.
Oonan crouched beside me, breathless. 4je're close.4
I wiped the sweat from my brow. Gne more push and we might 

actually have a way out.
Then8
4"JME4
S shout rang out across the night.
I froqe.
Boots thundered against the ground.
Wienna spun, her handmade knife halfway out, before a Wyndicate 

rixe cracked against the back of her head.
Whe went down hard.
Ca- lunged, but a guard smashed a shock baton into his ribs, dropP

ping him instantly.
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I barely had time to react before something slammed into the back 
of my skull.

The world tilted8
Then everything went black.
S throbbing, relentless pain.
I woke to the feeling of rough hands dragging me across the dirt. 7y 

wrists burned from the metal restraints cutting into them. 7y head 
swam, and my vision blurred.

Wyndicate guards loomed over us, their black armor glinting in the 
3relight.

Ca- was slumped beside me, coughing through gritted teeth. Wienna 
was unconscious, a bruise already forming on her temple.

Snd Oonan8
"e knelt at the front of the line, his face twisted in fury as the 

jarden of the Black Rit stepped forward.
6aptain Ohyvek.
The man was built like a walking nightmare8broad, brutal, and 

completely devoid of empathy. "is Wyndicate armor gleamed under 
the forge 3res, and a long crimson cloak dragged through the dirt.

"is pale, pitiless eyes swept over us.
4Sttempting to escapeQ4 "is voice was smooth, almost amused. 

4Jscape to where e-actlyQ In case you haven't noticed, we are in the 
middle of the Barrens.4

I clenched my 2aw but said nothing.
Ohyvek motioned to the guards. 4Wtring them up.4
The ne-t few minutes were a blur of pain and force.
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They dragged us toward the center of the camp, binding our arms 
and hoisting us up against one of the metal support beams for all the 
prisoners to see.

S warning.
The guards lashed Ca- 3rst.
Gne strike across the back. Then another.
"e gritted his teeth, refusing to make a sound. But the third hit 

forced a strangled gasp from his lips.
Wienna came ne-t.
Whe didn't cry out. Uidn't beg.
Whe 2ust stared at Ohyvek with pure hatred.
Then it was my turn.
I felt the sting of the whip before I even realiqed it had hit me.
0ire ripped down my spine.
I gritted my teeth, forcing the pain down.
Ohyvek watched with mild interest as if we were nothing more than 

insects.
4This will continue until you beg,4 he said laqily.
Oonan lifted his head, blood dripping from his temple. 4Ko to hell.4
Ohyvek sighed. 40ine, have it your way.4
"e turned8and motioned toward the 0orge.
jhere bodies burned.
The guards grabbed Oonan 3rst.
4Ho8E4 I thrashed against the restraints, but I couldn't move.
They dragged him forward.
Ca- shouted something8Wienna kicked at her restraints.
The heat from the 0orge burned against my skin.
Oonan struggled, but he was weak. Too weak.
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The guards held him inches from the 3re.
I screamed.
Then8
S whistle.
S sharp, piercing whistle cut through the night.
The guards froqe.
Ohyvek turned, scowling.
Gut of the darkness, a 3gure emerged.
S prisoner.
"is frame was lean but wiry with muscle, his silver hair streaked 

with coal dust. "e moved with deliberate ease, unbothered by the 
scene before him.

Snd when his golden eyes locked onto me8
Womething shifted.
Because I knew him.
Womehow, some way8I had seen this boy before.
Ohyvek tilted his head, intrigued. 4Sh, :ord 6orvin. 0inally decidP

ed to show yourselfQ4
The prisoner86orvin8didn't xinch.
4I suggest you let them go,4 6orvin said, his voice calm. 4Before you 

regret it.4
S slow, dangerous silence followed.
Ohyvek chuckled. 4Snd what makes you think I care about your 

suggestionsQ4
6orvin smiled.
Then he pulled a blade from his belt8and stabbed the nearest 

guard in the throat.
6haos erupted.
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Rrisoners sprung in from every direction, attacking the guards.
The guards shouted, lunging for their weapons.
6orvin moved like a phantom, slipping between them, striking 

before they could react.
Gne guard fell. Then another.
Ohyvek cursed and drew his rixe.
I ripped against my restraints, forcing my raw wrists free.
Ca- stumbled, barely managing to stay upright. Wienna cut her 

bindings against the sharp metal of the support beam.
Oonan collapsed forward, coughing violently.
I grabbed him before he hit the ground.
47oveE4 6orvin barked.
4jait, we need to get Sria,4 I pleaded.
Ca- and Hia Fuickly grabbed her up by her arms and forced her with 

us.
je ran.
Whouts rang out. Kuards scrambled.
6orvin led us through the maqe of tunnels, twisting through old 

mining paths that only he seemed to know.
je didn't stop until we reached a deeper, abandoned pit section.
The moment we were safe, I turned to him.
6orvin smirked. 4Kood to see you, cousin.4
7y breath caught.
6ousinQ
Jverything tilted.
Oonan let out a weak laugh. 4I told you. Mou weren't the only one 

of royal blood here.4
I stared at 6orvin8this stranger who wasn't a stranger at all.
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Snd I realiqed8
I wasn't alone.
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CHAPTER 
SEVENTEEN

TE ROAD TO WAR

T he wind howled through the Barrens, carrying with it the scent 
of ash and blood. The Black Pit was gone, left behind in the 

dust of our escape, but the weight of what we had endured there still 
clung to my bones. My body ached, and my muscles screamed with 
exhaustion, but stopping wasn't an option. Not yet. Not when we 
were still being hunted.

I gripped the reins tighter, urging my horse forward, its armored 
plates glinting in the sun's dying light. The Barrens happily invited us 
back like an old friend begging for a favor. Behind us, the massive black 
spire of the Pit shrank into the horizon, swallowed by the storm clouds 
rolling in from the north.

Jax rode beside me, his face unusually grim. Nia leaned against 
Sienna, who helped steady her in the saddle. The wound in Nia's side 
hadn't reopened, but she was weak, barely holding on. Aria trailed 
behind, silent. Empty. She had barely spoken since we left.

And I didn't blame her.
I glanced back at Corvin and Ronan, both keeping pace, their 

expressions unreadable. Corvin, my cousin—by blood and by the 
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twisted fate of our lineage—had barely begun to process what it meant 
to be free. He had been raised as nothing, locked away, hidden in the 
Pit, his name erased from history. And yet, despite everything, he had 
survived.

Ronan, on the other hand, was nothing like Corvin. He was sharp 
and dangerous, carrying the weight of an entire fallen outpost. His 
family had ruled Red Hollow once—a thriving hub of trade and 
resistance against the Syndicate until Tiber burned it to the ground.

We rode silently for a long time, the only sound of the wind 
whistling through the ruins.

Finally, Jax spoke.
"So… what now?"
I exhaled sharply, scanning the horizon. "We Ynd shelter. Then, we 

Ygure out our next move."
Jax let out a low chuckle, though it was humorless. "Vou mean we 

don't already have a brilliant plan? That's a Yrst."
I shot him a look, but I didn't argue. We had been moving on 

survival instinct alone, pushing forward with no real direction. That 
needed to change.

Corvin spoke up, his voice rough from disuse. "There's an old 
-eiled outpost not far from here. Or at least… there used to be."

Sienna's head snapped up. "Vou're sure?"
Corvin nodded. "Before I was taken, I overheard some guards dis6

cussing it. The Syndicate raided the place, but they didn't take it apart. 
They left it to rot. If there's anything left, it could help us."

I exchanged a look with Ronan. He nodded once. "Better than 
wandering blind."

I didn't need to think twice. We had nowhere else to go.
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"Then that's where we go."
We rode hard, covering as much ground as possible before the sun 

dipped below the horizon. The Barrens became colder at night, the 
heat bleeding from the sand, leaving behind a world of ice and shadow.

We found the outpost 7ust before dark.
It was now little more than a ruin buried beneath the shifting 

dunes. What had once been a -eiled stronghold was now a skeleton 
of steel and stone, its walls broken, its towers crumbling. But it was 
shelter. That was enough.

Dismounting, I scanned the area. "Jax, Sienna—check the perime6
ter. Make sure we're alone."

They nodded and disappeared into the wreckage. The rest of us 
entered, stepping over shattered beams and rusted weapons.

The outpost had been abandoned for years, but it still bore the 
scars of the Syndicate's attack. Burn marks streaked the walls. Old 
bloodstains painted the qoors. In the center of what had once been 
the main hall, a -eiled banner still hung—tattered, forgotten, but still 
standing.

Aria stopped in front of it, staring up at the faded sigil of the wolf. 
The -eiled's symbol. The last remnant of a shattered people.

She didn't say anything.
I wanted to reach out. To say something—anything. But what 

could I say?
She had lost everything.
So had I.
And no words could Yx that.
Jax and Sienna returned a few minutes later, both looking tense.
"We're alone," Jax conYrmed. "For now."
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I nodded. "Then we stay here tonight. Rest. Recover."
Corvin folded his arms. "And after that?"
I looked at them—the last of us. The broken pieces of something 

that used to be strong.
"We need an army," I said. "And I know where to Ynd one."
Jax raised an eyebrow. "Please tell me you're not suggesting what I 

think you're suggesting."
I met his gaze. "The -eiled are still out there. Survivors. Fighters. We 

bring them together and make them see we're not done yet."
Nia leaned back against the wall, rubbing her temple. "And if they 

refuse?"
I tightened my grip on my knife.
"Then I'll make them listen."

The outpost was Kuiet, except for the occasional hiss of wind through 
the broken walls. We had scavenged what little supplies we could 
Ynd—old blankets, rusted weapons, stale rations. It wasn't much, but 
it was enough to survive another day.

Jax and Sienna had taken the Yrst watch outside the ruins. Nia was 
already asleep, curled up near the embers of a dying Yre. Ronan sat by 
the doorway, sharpening a dagger, his eyes distant.

I sat against the cold stone, staring into the qames. Sleep wouldn't 
come. It never did. Not after what we had seen. Not after what we had 
lost.
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Corvin sat across from me, his arms wrapped around his knees. For 
a while, neither of us spoke. The silence stretched between us, thick 
with things unsaid.

Then, Ynally, he broke it.
"Vou knew my mother."
I looked up. There was no anger in it. No accusation. Just Kuiet 

curiosity.
I nodded. "Not well. But I remember Daris telling me about my 

mother's sister."
Corvin let out a slow breath, staring into the Yre. "I don't." His 

voice was rough, strained. "I was too young when it happened. But I 
remember… pieces."

I leaned forward. "What pieces?"
He hesitated as if trying to pull the memory from a place buried 

too deep. "I remember a garden. A courtyard. It must've been at one 
of the old outposts because it wasn't inside a Dome. The air was hot, 
but there was a fountain—cool water, clean. My mother was there." 
His voice softened. "And… so was Erya."

The words hit me like a punch to the gut.
"My mother?"
Corvin nodded. "She held me once. I don't remember what she 

said, but I remember how she smelled. jike something sweet. jike 
lavender." He exhaled, his expression tightening. "That's all I have left 
of them. A scent. A blurry image of her face."

I swallowed hard. "How did it happen?"
Corvin didn't look at me. He 7ust stared into the qames. "It was 

before Tiber was 0ing. Before he even had an army." His voice was 
detached, but I could hear the pain beneath it. "He was 7ust another 
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warlord, overseeing transport routes and security for the Haven Net6
work. But that was when he started planning. He was already looking 
for ways to take over, cutting out anyone who could be a threat. From 
what I was told, my mother was exiled shortly after yours was, and they 
met up at Red Hollow."

I clenched my 7aw, my Ysts tightening.
"My parents were trying to keep Red Hollow independent," Corvin 

continued. "They wanted to resist the Syndicate, to stay free. But 
Tiber saw that as a rebellion. And he doesn't tolerate rebellion."

He exhaled slowly. "One night, his men came. They didn't march 
in, didn't give an ultimatum. They 7ust… burned everything." His 
voice was hollow. "I was too young to understand. My mother carried 
me and ran with me through the Yre. I remember her screaming. I 
remember the smoke. And then… she fell."

I didn't breathe.
"The last thing I saw was her face," he whispered. "Before the sol6

diers tore me from her arms. I learned piece by piece over the years 
from prisoners who 7oined me at the Black Pit that your mom got 
out alive, and some said she became the leader of the -eiled. Ronan's 
parents and my mother weren't so lucky."

Silence.
The Yre crackled, but it felt like the world had gone still.
"I never knew," I admitted. "Daris never told me about you. About 

what happened."
Corvin's mouth twitched, but there was no humor in it. "That 

was the point, wasn't it? Erase our name. Erase our family. If no one 
remembers us, it's like we never existed."

I clenched my Ysts, my nails digging into my palms.
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Tiber had done this. He had taken everything from Corvin 7ust like 
he had taken everything from me.

But Corvin was still here. Just like me.
And we were going to make Tiber pay.
I didn't realize Aria was awake until she spoke.
"Vou lied to us."
Her voice was Kuiet. Cold.
I turned my head and saw her sitting 7ust beyond the Yre, half6hid6

den in the shadows. Her face was hollow, her eyes distant. But she was 
looking at me for the Yrst time since Ignes Forge.

I felt my stomach twist.
I had wanted this moment—to Ynally explain. But now that it was 

here, the words felt heavier than I could handle.
"I didn't mean to," I said.
Aria's expression hardened. "That's not good enough."
I swallowed. "I—"
She stood abruptly, stepping closer, her Ysts clenched at her sides. 

"Vou told us you knew -erdanix that you had been there. That you 
could lead us through it." Her voice shook, but it wasn't with anger. 
It was something else. Something more fragile. "And because of that, 
Garren is dead. And maybe my father would still be alive, too."

The words cut deeper than any blade.
I stood, my chest tightening. "Vou think I don't know that?" My 

voice was hoarse. "Vou think I don't live with that every second?"
Aria's 7aw clenched. "Then why did you do it?"
I exhaled sharply, forcing myself to meet her gaze.
"Because I was afraid."
She qinched.
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"Because if I told you the truth, you would have left me hanging 
in that Feral nest. I needed to lie to save myself, but then the lie 7ust 
continued, and I couldn't Ynd a way to tell you until it was too late."

She nodded as tears formed around her green eyes.
"I grew up in Solaris Prime, Aria. I was raised inside the Dome, sur6

rounded by luxury and lies. I didn't know anything about -erdanix. 
I didn't even know what the Barrens were until I was thrown into 
them." My voice lowered. "But I knew what Tiber was capable of. And 
I knew you'd never trust me if I told you who I was."

Aria let out a sharp breath, shaking her head. "And now?"
I swallowed hard. "Now I'm done running from it."
She studied me, her expression unreadable.
Then, Ynally, her shoulders sagged, the Yrelight casting shadows 

across her face.
"I don't know if I can forgive you," she admitted. "But," she con6

tinued, "I know that if we're going to win this war, we must trust each 
other again."

I nodded, unable to say anything.
Aria turned away, stepping back into the darkness.
And as I watched her go, I realized something.
This war wasn't 7ust about revenge anymore.
It was about Yxing the things I had broken.
And if I had to burn the Syndicate to the ground to do it… then so 

be it.
The Yre burned low as the night stretched on. The weight of every6

thing—the lies, the betrayals, the losses—settled heavily in my chest. 
I had told Aria the truth, but the truth didn't undo the damage. It 
didn't bring back the dead.
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She had walked away, and I hadn't followed. I didn't deserve to.
Now, only Corvin and I remained by the Yre. The others had 

drifted o; into restless sleep or stood guard along the ruined outpost's 
edges.

I exhaled sharply. We couldn't keep running forever.
"We need to go back," I muttered.
Corvin looked at me, his expression unreadable. "Back where?"
"The -eiled may be scattered, but they're not gone." I ran a hand 

through my hair, pushing past the exhaustion in my bones. "We need 
to Ynd the survivors. If we don't, the Syndicate will hunt them down 
individually."

Corvin studied me for a long moment. "And then what?"
"Then we take the Yght to Tiber."
He let out a Kuiet laugh, shaking his head. "Vou make it sound 

simple."
"It's not." I knew that. I wasn't an idiot. But I also knew we didn't 

have a choice. "Tiber's expanding. He's going to build more Domes 
and fortify his hold on Inferna. If we don't stop him now, there won't 
be anything left to Yght for."

Corvin sighed, his Yngers tapping idly against his knee. "Vou know 
what your problem is?"

I arched a brow. "Please, enlighten me."
"Vou talk like you have an army."
"We can build one."
He gave me a skeptical look. "From where? The -eiled are scattered. 

The Raiders turned on you. The Syndicate has more weapons, sol6
diers, and resources than we hope to match. Oh, and Jax told me they 
now have super mutants they created in the lab."
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"We don't need numbers," I said. "We need a strategy."
Corvin tilted his head slightly. "And what's your strategy?"
I hesitated. Because the truth was, I wasn't sure yet.
Tiber was too powerful. His forces stretched across Inferna like a 

disease. We couldn't win this war by Yghting as he expected us to.
"We don't Yght him head6on," I said slowly. "We cut him o; at the 

knees. We hit his supply chains. We dismantle his control over the 
Domes. We take away his power piece by piece until there's nothing 
left for him to rule."

Corvin leaned back, his expression contemplative. "Vou're talking 
about a rebellion. I heard about what happened at -erdanix."

I met his gaze. "I'm talking about burning the Syndicate to the 
ground."

Silence stretched between us.
Then, Ynally, he smiled.
"I think I like you, cousin."
I hu;ed a Kuiet laugh. "That makes one of us."
Corvin smirked but didn't argue.
"We move at dawn," I said, pushing to my feet.
Corvin rose as well, his movements quid despite the exhaustion 

weighing him down. He was a survivor, 7ust like me.
But a voice called out from the shadows before we could wake the 

others.
"Vou're insane if you think you're going back there."
Jax stepped out from behind one of the ruined walls, his arms 

crossed over his chest. His usual smirk was gone, replaced by some6
thing colder. Sharper.

I exhaled. "Jax—"
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"No," he cut me o;, stepping closer. "Vou really don't get it, do 
you?"

I frowned. "Get what?"
Jax's eyes darkened. "The -eiled are gone, 0ael. Vou saw what hap6

pened. Vou saw what they did to Aria's father. To the elders. They 
broke them. And you think you can 7ust march back in and Yx every6
thing?"

I swallowed, my hands clenching into Ysts because that's exactly 
what I thought.

Jax sco;ed, shaking his head. "Vou don't get to be the hero in this 
story, 0ael. Vou don't get to Yx what's broken 7ust because you feel 
guilty."

His words stung because they were true.
But that didn't change anything.
"I don't care if I get to be the hero," I said Kuietly. "This isn't about 

me."
Jax's 7aw tightened, but I could see the conqict in his eyes. He 

wanted to believe that. But he was tired. We all were.
After a long moment, he let out a frustrated sigh. "So what's the 

plan?"
I glanced at Corvin, then back at Jax.
"We Ynd the -eiled," I said. "We rally what's left. And then, we Ynish 

this war."
Jax let out a dry laugh. "Great. Fantastic. jove that for us."
But he didn't walk away.
That was enough.
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I should have gone to sleep after that. We all should have.
But as the Yre burned lower, I stood outside, staring at the night 

sky.
The stars stretched endlessly above me, bright against the inYnite 

darkness.
A sound behind me made me turn.
Aria.
She stood a few feet away, arms wrapped around herself. The wind 

tugged at her hair, casting shadows across her face.
For a long moment, neither of us spoke.
Then, Ynally—
"Vou're really doing this," she murmured.
I nodded. "Veah."
She exhaled, her breath shaky. "Vou're going to get yourself killed."
I didn't say anything.
Aria swallowed. "And us, too."
I looked at her then, really looked at her. She was afraid. But be6

neath that fear, there was something else.
Something I had seen in myself.
"I can't undo what happened," I said Kuietly. "But I can stop it from 

happening again. Tiber will not stop until the Syndicate are the only 
ones left on Inferna."

She stared at me for a long time. Then, Ynally, she nodded.
It wasn't forgiveness.
But it was something.
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Nia and the others 7oined us around the Yre. Their expressions 
showed fear, anger, trust, and respect.

"Vou know, my father used to tell me a story about a boy in the old 
world who had nothing," Nia spoke. "But one day, he grew into a man 
who had everything. Do you know how he did that?"

"How?" I asked.
"He fully embraced who he was inside. He stopped feeling sorry 

for himself and living in the past. Vou're not 0ael, the secret bastard 
of 0ing Alric, exiled to die in the Barrens. Vou are 0ing 0ael Solaryn, 
Savior of the -eiled. Survivor of the Barrens. And rightful heir to the 
Throne."

"Maybe you can add 0ing Slayer to that after you take down Tiber," 
Jax said.

"I'm no Savior."
"jook, I know it looks back for the -eiled right now," Nia said. 

"But the Syndicate would have found us eventuallyH you and only you 
can end the war. With you on the Throne, you can bring compromise 
between the Syndicate and the -eiled." 

"They're right," Aria said.
Her words a;ected me the most. I needed her support to see this 

through.
"We're with you," Ronan said.
"Always," Corvin added.
"So, what's our plan, 0ing?" Nia asked.
"We split up," I started. "We rally what's left of the -eiled, Ynd 

the survivors of Red Hollow, convince 0ieren Orvan in the village of 
exiles, poke a Feral nest, and lure the biggest Sand Wraith ever seen. 
We do that and head straight for the capital. There's one advantage 
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we have over TiberH we know the Barrens. It's time to use it. No more 
games. This is war."
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CHAPTER 
EIGHTEEN

SECRETS BENEATH THE 
SAND

T he ruins of the outpost stood silent against the endless stretch 
of desert, the sky above fading from deep blue to the wrst traces 

of da.nI The embers of our dying wre —ickered .eakly, casting long 
shado.s over the broken .alls and shattered remnants of the pastI

- stood at the center of our ragtag group, looking at the faces 
surrounding mexeach battleJ.orn, eNhausted, and carrying more 
ghosts than anyone our age shouldI AaN, Sia, Rria, Cienna, Wonan, and 
BorvinI 'e had lost too muchI "ut .e .erenYt done yetI

H'e canYt .ait any longer,H - said, breaking the heavy silenceI HThe 
Cyndicate is tightening its grip on -nfernaI -f .e donYt move no., 
theyYll crush .hateverYs leftIH

AaN let out a breath, rubbing the back of his neckI H- hate .hen you 
get that serious toneI -t usually means .eYre about to do something 
stupidIH

- ignored himI H'e need an armyIH - glanced at Borvin and WonanI 
HFou t.o head for Wed 2ollo.I 6ind anyone left from the old resisJ
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tance thereI -f they havenYt been .iped out, theyYll .ant revenge on 
Tiber Vust as much as .e doIH

Borvin nodded, though his Va. .as tightI H-f thereYs anyone leftIH
HThere .ill be,H Wonan saidI H- .as there beforeI “eople like them 

donYt die easyIH
- turned to Sia and CiennaI HFou t.o go to the Keiled remnantsI 

There are still survivors scattered across the "arrensI 'e need themIH
Sia gave me a skeptical lookI zThe Keiled fell hard, EaelI Fou sa. 

.hat happenedIH
H- did,H - admittedI H"ut - also kno. they .onYt let it end like thatI 

The Keiled donYt breakI They rebuildIH
Che hesitated, then noddedI HRlrightI 'eYll wnd themIH
6inally, my ga?e landed on RriaI HFouYre going to the Killage of 

7NilesIH
Che arched a bro.I HRlone0H
HSoI AaN is going .ith you,H - saidI HEieran Grven has wghtersI 

TheyYll make a diLerence if .e can convince them to wghtIH
Rria crossed her armsI H'hat about you0H
- eNhaled slo.ly, feeling the .eight of my o.n decision settle in my 

chestI H-Ym going aloneIH
The group shiftedI - could feel their uneaseI
AaN fro.nedI HFeah, noI ThatYs a terrible ideaIH
H- need to wnd someone,H - saidI H- sa. something in the desert, and 

- donYt think it .as a dreamI The Cand 'raith WiderxheYs realI -f - 
can wnd him, - might be able to bring back something stronger than 
soldiersIH

WonanYs bro. furro.edI HFouYre chasing myths no.0H
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H- donYt think itYs a mythIH - met his ga?eI H- think itYs realI Rnd if it 
is, it could change everythingIH

AaN shook his headI HGr you could die of dehydration chasing after 
ghostsIH

HThen - die,H - said simplyI H"ut - have to tryIH
The silence .as thick .ith tensionI So one liked the plan, but no 

one had a better oneI
6inally, Borvin sighedI H'here do .e meet0H
HGutside the .alls of Colaris “rimeIH - let the .ords settle, their 

sheer .eight hanging in the airI HTen days from no.I 'hoever .e have, 
.hatever forces .e can bring, .e meet thereI Rnd thenq .e end thisIH

AaN let out a lo. .histleI HFou really are trying to be a king, huh0H
- didnYt ans.er because it didnYt matterI
- didnYt .ant a throneI - didnYt care about a cro.nI
- Vust .anted Tiber to burnI
Gne by one, they gave their wnal nodsI So more .ords .ere neededI 

'e mounted our horses, the cold desert .ind .hipping through the 
ruinsI

Then, .ithout looking backx.e rode in diLerent directionsI
- didnYt kno. if - .ould ever see them againI
"ut in ten days, - .ould wnd outI
Rnd either .e .ould stand as an armyq
Gr .e .ould die tryingI
The desert s.allo.ed me .holeI
'ith every mile, the traces of civili?ation disappeared behind me, 

leaving only an endless stretch of shifting dunes and Vagged cliLs 
carved by timeI The .ind ho.led across the barren eNpanse, stirring 
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up .hirls of sand that clung to my skin and coated my throat .ith 
dustI

- pressed for.ard, my horse cutting through the dunes, its breath 
heavy beneath the heatI The sky .as vast and cloudless, the sun burnJ
ing above like relentless sentinelsI There .ere no roads, no markJ
ersxonly the .hispers of the .ind and the .eight of silence stretching 
endlessly before meI

- had been riding for hours, follo.ing nothing but instinct and the 
vague memory of a dream that refused to let goI The Cand 'raith 
Wider had been realI - kne. itI Rnd if he .as real, then so .as .hatever 
force he commandedI

R force - neededI
The "arrens had al.ays been dangerous, but deep in the uncharted 

.astes, it .as something else entirelyI This .as the land .here no 
faction ruled, .here sand and time had s.allo.ed the old .orld, and 
.here the creatures lurking beneath the dunes .ere older than any 
Cyndicate soldierI

'here only the dead and the mad .andered aloneI
- reached for my canteen, shaking it slightlyI -t .as half emptyI 

ThatYs not goodI - had packed enough supplies to last a fe. days, but 
if - didnYt wnd shelter soon, the heat .ould do its .orkI

Ctill, - pressed onI
Comething .as out hereI - could feel itI
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The temperature plummeted as the sun dipped belo. the hori?on, the 
heat replaced by a biting cold that cut straight to the boneI The desert 
at night .as a diLerent beast entirelyxsilent and predatoryI

- made camp beneath the shado. of a crumbling rock formation, 
using .hat little kindling - had to spark a small wreI -t —ickered .eakly, 
barely enough to keep the darkness at bayI

- sat .ith my back to the stone, scanning the dunes for any sign of 
lifeI

SothingI
Gnly silenceI
Thenxa soundI
R distant, eerie clickingI 6aintI "ut thereI
4y muscles tensedI Clo.ly, - reached for my knife, my wngers .rapJ

ping around the hiltI
The clicking gre. louderI BloserI
Thenxthe ground trembledI
R rush of movementI R blur of shifting sandI
Then it .as on meI
R massive shape burst from the dunes, its body moving like li’uid 

shado., its eyes glo.ing a deep, pulsating goldI
R Cand 'raithI
"ut this one .as diLerentI
"iggerI CmarterI
-t didnYt randomly attackI -t Vust stood there, its elongated body 

partially buried in the sand, its ridged eNoskeleton glistening under the 
moonlightI -t .atched me, head tilting slightly, almostq curiousI

4y pulse poundedI 4y knife trembled in my gripI
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- had seen these creatures beforexfast, ruthless, untamableI "ut 
this one .asnYt like the mindless beasts that hunted the "arrensI

This one .as .aitingI
Rnd thenx
R voiceI
Mo., rough, edged .ith something ancientI
HFouYve come a long .ay, Eael ColarynIH
- fro?eI
Clo.ly, a wgure emerged from the darkness, stepping into the wreJ

lightI
'rapped in tattered, sandJ.orn cloth, his face hidden behind a 

mask of carved bone, he moved like a shado., his presence both imJ
mense and .eightlessI

The WiderI
The one - had seen in my fevered dreamsI
2e stopped a fe. feet from me, his ga?e unreadable beneath the 

maskI The Cand 'raith beside him let out a slo. rumble as if .aiting 
for a commandI

HFou seek something,H the Wider said, his voice like shifting sandI 
H"ut you do not understand .hat it isIH

- s.allo.ed hard, forcing myself to standI H- need helpIH
2e tilted his head slightlyI H2elp0H
HTo stop the Cyndicate,H - said, my voice steady despite the chaos 

inside meI HTo take back -nfernaI To end TiberYs ruleIH
The Wider .as silent for a long momentI
Then, he eNhaledI
HFou do not seek .arriorsIH 2is eyes gleamed behind the maskI HFou 

seek something far more dangerousIH
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- fro.nedI H'hat0H
The Wider stepped closer, his presence suddenly suLocatingI
HBontrolIH
R chill ran do.n my spineI
The Cand 'raith shifted beside him, its massive body rippling 

.ith restrained po.erI The ground beneath my feet hummed as if 
something deep belo. had stirredI

The Wider gestured to.ard the dunesI
HThe sand remembers,H he murmuredI HThe creatures listenI "ut 

only to those .ho learn to command themIH
4y breath caughtI
HFou meanxH
HFou are standing on the threshold of something far older and more 

important than your .arIH 2e tilted his headI HThe ’uestion isxare 
you ready to step through0H

The wre crackled bet.een us, thro.ing .ild shado.s across the 
dunesI

4y heart poundedI
- had come here searching for .arriorsI
"ut .hat if - had found something else entirely0
H-Ym readyIH
2is eyes glo.ed beneath the maskI
HThen letYs beginIH
The Wider didn8t .aste timeI
2e turned sharply, moving to.ard the Cand 'raith .ithout a 

.ordI The creature didn8t recoil or hesitatexit simply lo.ered its head 
in submission as he climbed onto its back .ith eLortless graceI

Then, he looked at meI
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zBomeII
- hesitated only for a secondI Then, gripping my knife tightly, - 

took a deep breath and stepped for.ardI The Cand 'raith .atched 
me as - approached, its glo.ing gold eyes unblinkingI -t didn8t snarl 
or lungexVust .aitedI

4y throat tightenedI 7very story - had ever heard about these creaJ
tures said they couldn8t be tamed and .ere mindless, savage beastsI 
"ut this oneq this one understoodI

The Wider eNtended a hand from .here he sat on its backI zFou 
must listen to the sandII

- reached outI
Rs soon as our hands metx
The .orld shiftedI
R rush of images —ooded my mind, shifting like .ater, echoes 

of something deep belo., the hum of something ancient vibrating 
beneath my bonesI - gasped, my vision going dark for a second before 
- snapped back to realityI

- .as still standing thereI 4y hand is still in hisI "ut something 
inside me feltq diLerentI

The Wider noddedI zFou feel itII
-t .asn8t a ’uestionI
- s.allo.ed hard, still reelingI z'hat .as that0I
zThe connection,I he saidI zThe "arrens are not dead, Eael CoJ

larynI They breatheI They moveI Rnd youxI his eyes gleamed behind 
the mask, zxmust learn to move .ith themII

- eNhaled slo.ly, .illing my pulse to steadyI
z4ountII
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- turned back to the Cand 'raith, my stomach t.istingI This .ent 
against everything - kne.I Cand 'raiths .ere nightmares, unstopJ
pable predatorsI

Rnd yet, - felt none of that no.I
- took a step closerI Then anotherI
The creature let meI
- reached out, wngers gra?ing the rough plates of its eNoskeletonI -ts 

body .as .arm beneath my touch, almost thrumming .ith an energy 
- didn8t understandI

- s.allo.ed hardI
Then, - climbedI
The 'raith tensed beneath me, its po.erful muscles shiftingI - 

braced myself, eNpecting it to buck, to thro. me into the sandx
"ut it didn8tI
- eNhaled sharply, gripping the rough ridges along its neck for balJ

anceI
The Wider nodded approvinglyI zPoodII
- barely had time to process .hat .as happening before he turned 

and kicked oLI
The 'raith movedI
Sot like a horse, not like any beast - had ever riddenI -t .as like 

riding the .indxsmooth, —uid, impossibly fastI The dunes blurred 
past us in a rush, the cool night air .hipping against my skinI 4y heart 
poundedI - fought to keep my balance, my instincts screaming at me 
to hold on tighterx

zMet goII
The Wider8s voice cut through the .indI
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- glanced overI 2e .as barely gripping his 'raith at all, moving 
.ith it instead of against itI

- gritted my teeth, easing my hold slightlyI
The Cand 'raith beneath me responded instantlyI -ts movements 

became smoother and more controlledI - could feel the rhythm of the 
dunes and the pulse of the desertI

- .asn8t riding itI
- .as part of itI
The reali?ation sent a shock through meI This .asn8t Vust about 

controlI -t .as about trustI
The Wider glanced at me, his mask unreadableI zSo. you underJ

standII
- didI
"ut - also kne. this .as only the beginningI
'e rode deep into the dunes, further than - had ever beenI The 

stars above stretched like shattered glass across the endless sky, and the 
desert around us shiftedI

- fro.ned something prickling at the back of my mindI
Then, - sa. itI
R dark spot in the sand, like a hole in the .orld itselfI
Rt wrst, - thought it .as a shado.I "ut as .e approached, - reali?ed 

it .asn8t a hole but an entranceI
The Wider slo.ed his 'raith, and mine follo.ed suitI - barely 

breathed as - took in the scene before meI
R hidden cityI
Gr .hat .as left of one0
-t stretched belo. the dunes, sunken into the earth like a forgotten 

memoryI 2alfJburied to.ers Vutted from the sand, ancient structures 
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s.allo.ed by timeI "ridges and path.ays .ound through the ruins, 
disappearing into tunnels carved beneath the surfaceI

Rnd moving bet.een themx
“eopleI
6igures cloaked in desert robes, their faces hidden behind masks of 

bone and metal, .alking freely among the Cand 'raithsI
4y pulse ’uickenedI
zThey8re real,I - .hisperedI
The Wider dismounted, landing eLortlessly on the sandI 2e turned 

to me, his ga?e sharpI zBomeII
- slid oL my 'raith, my legs shaking slightly as my boots hit the 

groundI
z'ho are they0I - asked as .e descended to.ard the ruinsI
zThe EhariII
- fro.nedI z-8ve never heard of themII
2is voice .as calm but wrmI zSo one hasII
'e reached the edge of the ruinsI The Ehari moved bet.een the 

.reckage, their bodies —uid and silent, as if they had become part of 
the sand itselfI Come carried .eapons forged from oldJ.orld metal, 
curved blades, and barbed spearsI Gthers .alked .ith their hands 
resting on the backs of their 'raiths, moving in perfect harmonyI

R fe. stopped to look at us, their eyes gleaming behind their masksI
zThey are the last remnants of .hat -nferna once .as,I the Wider 

continuedI zR people .ho refused to bo. to the Cyndicate, to the 
Uomes, to any ruler .ho sought to control themII

4y breath .as shallo.I This placexit felt aliveI
- turned back to the WiderI z'hy bring me here0I
2is eyes burned into mineI
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z"ecause you are more than Vust a lost princeII
R chill ran do.n my spineI
zFou are the bridge,I he saidI z"et.een the old .orld and the ne.II
The .ind ho.led bet.een the ruins, .hispering through the bones 

of the pastI
- clenched my wstsI
- had come here searching for .arriorsI
"ut .hat - had foundx
-t .as something far more dangerousI
Comething the Cyndicate could never see comingI
Comething that could change everythingI
The Wider led me deeper into the ruinsI
The tunnels beneath the sand .ere vast, .inding through the 

bones of the old .orld like veins through a corpseI The deeper .e 
.ent, the cooler the air becameI The .alls shifted from rough sandJ
stone to remnants of something elsexmetal and glass, remnants of a 
time long forgottenI

-t .asnYt Vust a hidden cityI
-t .as a tomb of historyI
The Ehari moved silently around us, their presence more felt than 

seenI They carried torches .ith green —ames, illuminating carvings 
etched into the .allsxstories .ritten in stoneI

Ctories of a .orld before -nfernaI
Ctories of 7arthI
The Wider stopped before a massive chamber, its entrance framed 

by t.o Vagged pillarsI 2e turned to meI H'hat you see here .ill change 
ho. you see this .orldI Rre you prepared for that0H

- s.allo.ed hardI H- have to beIH
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2e nodded once and stepped for.ardI - follo.edI
-nside, the chamber stretched .ide, its ceiling arching high above 

usI Rt the center stood an altar of polished black stoneI Rround it, anJ
cient artifacts and preserved teNts lay in careful arrangementsxscrolls, 
oldJ.orld books, even brittle photographs sealed in glassI

- approached slo.ly, my wngers brushing against a metal pla’ueI -t 
.as rusted but still readableI

HEarth Preservation Society—Ark Project 4.H
4y heart poundedI
HThis isq history,H - breathedI
The Wider moved beside me, his voice steadyI HThis is .hat remains 

of itIH
- picked up a sealed photograph and held it close to the torchlightI
R cityI
Sot the domed fortresses of the Cyndicate, not the metal carcasses 

of .ar machinesI
R true cityI Preen, vibrantI To.ers .rapped in vines, streets lined 

.ith trees that stretched to.ard the skyI There .ere bodies of .ater 
that .erenYt driedJup basins or poisoned lakesxbut oceansI

- ran my wngers over the glass, my chest tighteningI
H- al.ays imagined .hat it looked like,H - admittedI H"ut - never 

thoughtq - never thought it could be realIH
H-t .as,H the Wider saidI HGnceIH
- turned to himI H'hat happened0H
The Wider eNhaled, then gestured to.ard a section of preserved 

teNts stacked carefully along the .allI HWeadIH
- stepped for.ard, my eyes scanning the fragile clippings beneath 

the glassI The .ords .ere faded but still legibleI
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HChemical Wars Escalate—Eastern Territories Poisoned Beyond 
Repair.H

HSolar Cataclysm Feared as Conflicts in Outer Colonies Ignite.H
HIntergalactic War Triggers Unstable Star Reactions—Earth's Sun 

at Risk.H
HRadiation, Bio-Warfare, and Mass Industrialization—How We 

Doomed Ourselves.H
7ach headline hit like a punch to the gutI
4y mouth .ent dryI H-t .asnYt Vust the sun, .as it0H
HSo,H the Wider said, voice grimI HThe .ars poisoned the .orldI 

The Cyndicate, the Keiled, the Waiders wght for scraps of land their 
ancestors killedIH

- forced myself to keep readingI
HSolar Expansion Unchecked—Extreme Heatwaves Destroy Ecosys-

tems."
HMutation Crisis—The Long-Term Effects of Radiation on Human 

Evolution.H
- s.allo.ed hardI HCo youYre sayingq itYs happening again0H
HThe Cyndicate drills into the earth, searching for po.er they donYt 

understandI Their chemicals poison the airI The eNperiments they 
conduct on their o.n people corrupt the balance furtherIH 2e gesJ
tured to.ard the tunnels around usI H-nferna isnYt dying because of 
the sunI -t is dying because of themIH

R chill ran do.n my spineI
-f this .as truexif the planet itself .as decaying under Cyndicate 

rulexthen even if .e .on the .ar, .eYd lose everything any.ayI
- turned back to the WiderI HThen .e have to stop themIH
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2e studied me for a long momentI HRnd ho. do you plan to do 
that0H

- hesitatedI
- .asnYt sure yetI
"ut then, something shifted in the chamberI
R deep, resonating humxlike the desert itself .as breathingI
The Wider didnYt move, but - sa. it in his stanceI
2e had been .aiting for thisI
HThe Ehari  do not  act  .ithout  purpose,H  he  saidI  H'e have 

.atched, .aited, listened to the sandIH 2e turned to meI HRnd .e have 
heard .hispers of a prophecyIH

R torch .as lifted, revealing a massive mural carved into the chamJ
berYs back .allI

-t depicted a wgurexa girl, standing amidst the dunes, arms outJ
stretchedI

"ehind her, the sand moved like .aves, rising into the shape of a 
beastI

Rnd before herxa city on wreI
- s.allo.edI H'ho is that0H
The WiderYs voice .as steadyI
H2er name .as MunaIH
- stepped closer, my pulse racingI R girl my age, .ith short bro.n 

hair and eyes of pure blueI H'ho .as she0H
The Wider eNhaledI HMong before the Cyndicate ruled, long before 

-nferna .as lost, there .as a girl born .ith the ability to command 
the sandI Che .as called the Cunscorchedxa child touched by the sun 
itselfI -t .as said that she .ould either save this .orldq or destroy itIH

H-s she real0H - askedI
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The Wider tilted his headI H7very so many generations, a child is 
born under unusual circumstancesI R child touched by the sun itselfIH

H-Yve never heard of thisIH
The Wider regarded me in silenceI Then, wnally, he said, HFou are of 

the bloodline of the ones .ho brought ruinI "ut also of the ones .ho 
tried to save itIH

R shiver ran do.n my spineI
7ryaI
Che had tried to save this .orldI To wght against the CyndicateYs 

destructionI
Rnd - had her blood in my veinsI
- clenched my wstsI
H-Ym not Cunscorched,H - said, my voice steadyI H"ut - .ill save this 

.orldIH
The Wider studied me for a long momentI
Then, he noddedI
HThe Ehari .ill ride .ith you,H he saidI H"ut understand thisxdesJ

tiny is not something you controlI The sands .ill decide if you are 
meant to save this .orldIH

- s.allo.ed hard, my heart poundingI
This .as itI
'e had an armyI
So., .e had to use itI
The sands moved diLerently beneath my feet no.I
- could feel itxa rhythm, a pulse, a breathI
The Ehari gathered in a .ide ring beneath the golden glo. of 

torchlight, their faces hidden behind the —o.ing scarves of their desert 
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robesI Their piercing eyes .atched me .ith reverence, .ith eNpectaJ
tionI

- .asnYt Vust Eael Colaryn to them anymoreI
- .as the CunscorchedI
The Wider stood at my side, his arms crossed as he observed meI 

HThe sand is alive,H he saidI H-t has a .ill of its o.nI Fou must learn to 
listen to it before you can command itIH

- s.allo.ed hard, my body tense .ith anticipationI
"efore me, the Cand 'raith loomedI
-t .as monstrous, its scaled body t.isting like a serpent beneath 

the dunesI -ts massive head, shaped like a —attened skull, bore Vagged 
ridges along its cro.nI -ts glo.ing amber eyes .atched me .ith an 
intelligence - hadnYt eNpectedI

Three Ehari .arriors restrained the beast, their ropes .oven from 
metallic material strong enough to .ithstand the creatureYs immense 
po.erI

Gne .rong move, and -Yd be crushed beneath itI
R .oman stepped for.ard, her presence radiating authorityI
2er deep blue robes .ere trimmed .ith golden embroidery, and 

her long braids .ere adorned .ith small metal rings that clicked softly 
as she movedI 2er eyesxblack as obsidianxlocked onto mine .ith 
an intensity that made my breath catchI

HThis is Rshari,H the Wider introducedI HChe is one of our wnest 
'raith ridersIH

Rshari inclined her head slightly, but her ga?e never .averedI H-f you 
truly are Cunscorched, then the beast .ill not reVect youIH

- shiftedI HRnd if it does0H
Che smirkedI HThen you .ill dieIH
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The .arriors around her chuckled lo.lyI
- eNhaled sharplyI PreatI So pressureI
Rnother wgure approachedxyounger, leaner, restlessI 2is skin .as 

dusted .ith sand, and his hair .as tied in loose knots behind his headI 
R long spear .as strapped to his back, but ho. he carried himself 
made it clear that he didnYt need it to be dangerousI

HThis is Wahim,H the Wider saidI H2e believes he should be the one 
riding the 'raith todayIH

Wahim huLedI H- donYt believex- kno.IH 2is dark eyes —ickered at 
meI HThis beast is a creature of the Ehari, not a lost prince from the 
metal UomesIH

Tension rippled through the gatheringI
- met WahimYs glare headJonI HThen - guess .eYll wnd out, .onYt 

.e0H
2is lip curled slightly, but he said nothingI
Rshari stepped closer, her voice sharpI H7noughIH
Che turned to meI HRpproach the 'raithIH
- nodded, stepping for.ard slo.lyI
The Cand 'raith hissed, its enormous body shifting beneath the 

sandI The ground trembled slightly beneath my bootsI
- held out my handI
- didnYt kno. .hat - .as supposed to doxbut - could feel itI
Comething deep inside me, something pullingI
The sand s.irled around my wngers as if dra.n to meI
The 'raithYs breathing slo.edI
-t cocked its massive head, its glo.ing eyes narro.ingI
Rshari .hispered something in a language that - didnYt understandI
Rnd thenxit lo.ered its headI
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R ripple of astonishment moved through the cro.dI
RshariYs mouth parted slightly, a —icker of something close to a.e 

passing over her faceI
7ven WahimYs sco.l falteredI
The Wider eNhaledI H'ellq it seems the beast has made its choiceIH
The Cand 'raith lo.ered its back, the ridges along its spine —attenJ

ing slightlyI
R silent invitationI
'ithout .arning, Rshari cut a blade into the palm of my hand and 

held it out over the sand, letting the blood from my hand trickle do.n 
into the grains that surrounded the 'raithI R series of Ha..sH and 
H.o.sH echoed from the onlookersI

- looked back at Rshari, and she motioned for me to climb onto the 
creatureI

- s.allo.ed hard, then climbed onto the creature, gripping the 
thick, leathery ropes that served as makeshift reinsI

The 'raith let out a lo. gro.l .hen - settled inI
Sot of angerI
Gf acceptanceI
Rshari stepped for.ard, her eNpression unreadableI HSo., you 

must learn to ride itIH
- barely had time to process before the creature lurched for.ardI
The sand split open beneath us as the 'raith dove headwrst into the 

dunes, its body t.isting like a serpent through .aterI - ’uickly leaned 
for.ard, shielding behind an armor plate from the surrounding sandI 
4y stomach —ipped as .e plunged beneath the surface, s.allo.ed by 
the desertI

Uarkness consumed usxthen lightI
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'e shot back up, bursting like a breaching sea beast through the 
sandI The .ind ho.led past my ears, the sun blinding as the 'raith 
soared over the dunesI

- .asnYt riding the creatureI
- .as part of itI
The desert .as alive beneath meI - could feel every shift, every 

ripple, every breathI
The 'raith .asnYt resisting meI -t .asnYt a beast to be controlledI
-t .as an eNtension of meI
The Ehari .atched silently as - circled back, guiding the 'raith 

eLortlessly through the dunesI
'hen .e wnally stopped, Rshari approached again, this time .ith 

something ne. in her eyesI
WeverenceI
HGne more test,H she spokeI
Che led me into a larger room, similar to the ban’uet hall .here my 

father had diedI Che held my arm as .e .alked to the front stage, .here 
.e could see the entire Ehari colonyI

H4y brothers and sisters,H she startedI HGur ancestors have long 
a.aited this prophecyI The day the neNt Cunscorcher .ould save us 
from ourselvesI 2e has controlled the 'raith and .ill no. drink from 
the 7ternalsIH

The cro.d gasped in fear and eNcitementI
HThe .hat0H - askedI
HThis drink .ill either kill you or prove to yourself that you are 

Cunscorched,H the Wider eNplainedI
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R man cautiously carried an old, rusted bo.l for.ard and handed 
it to RshariI - peered into the bo.lI R black, bubbling li’uid sat insideI 
R feeling of fear and sickness wlled my stomachI

H- donYt think - can,H - saidI
H-tYs your destiny,H she .hispered, handing me the bo.lI
- hesitated but gave inI - pressed the bo.l to my lips and opened my 

mouthI The hot, sticky li’uid —o.ed into my mouth and do.n my 
throatI Rn immediate wre radiated through my veins, threatening to 
consume meI

The cro.d began chanting Cunscorched repeatedly as the wre in me 
burned higherI

- dropped to my knees and let out a screech from deep do.n, 
like something .as .akingI The sunYs brightness —ashed in my mind, 
scorching it .ith its raysI -mages of destruction and chaos —ashed 
before meI

Rnd then it stoppedI
- stood back up and .iped the remaining li’uid from around my 

mouthI
-n front of me, every person in the room .as silentI
HFou are the Cunscorched,H Rshari murmuredI HThe sands have 

chosen youIH
Gne by one, the Ehari follo.ed suit, lo.ering themselves in respectI
7ven Wahim dropped to one kneeI
The Wider remained standing, his eNpression unreadableI "ut .hen 

he spoke, his voice carried something - hadnYt heard beforeI
Comething like beliefI
HFou have the loyalty of the Ehari no., Eael Colaryn,H he saidI HFou 

are one of usIH
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- eNhaled slo.ly, my heart poundingI
This .asnYt Vust an armyI
This .asnYt Vust strategyI
This .as destinyI
Rnd for the wrst time, - .asnYt afraid of itI
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CHAPTER 
NINETEEN

SUNSCORCHED

T he rstl igohl fd awnb ksfve fzes lhe hfsg,fbp Bwgblgbo lhe 
cwssebt gb w nwth fd aeeB ofia wba msg.tfby The twbatp fbme 

igdeiettp tee.ea lf thgdl wba ksewlhe kebewlh .I deely —l nwt aguesebl 
bfnE— mf-ia deei lhe iwba gb w nwI — bezes hwa kedfsey xzesI oswgb fd 
twbap ezesI sgBBie gb lhe a-betp B-itea nglh tf.elhgbo wigzep tf.e'
lhgbo nwglgboy

—l nwt lessgdIgboy
—l nwt eDhgiwswlgboy
— hwa kwseiI tieBlp lhe rse fd lhe xlesbwitK Ssgbv tlgii k-sbgbo gb .I 

zegbtp .wvgbo .I lhf-ohlt s-b ngiay The Nhwsg hwa aemiwsea .e lhe 
C-btmfsmheap lhegs BsfBhetgea twzgfsp k-l — agabKl deei igve w twzgfsy — 
deil igve wb g.Bftles newsgbo w lglie lff hewzI dfs hgt thf-iaesty

c-l — mf-iabKl wufsa af-kly Afl bfny — hwa fbiI w den awIt iedl 
kedfse .eelgbo nglh lhe flhest wl lhe RwBglwiy

2 mgsmie fd Nhwsg nwssgfst hwa owlhesea gb lhe ewsiI .fsbgbo hw,ep 
lhegs ifbo tmwszet nswBBea wowgbtl lhe sgtgbo ngbay The 9gaes tlffa 
wl lhegs meblesp hgt ws.t msftteap nhgie 9whg. Bwmea bews lhe eaoep 
setliett wt ezesy
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W—d If-Kse ls-iI fbe fd -tpW 9whg. twgap Wlheb Bsfze glyW
The mhwiieboe tebl w .-s.-s lhsf-oh lhe owlhesea nwssgfsty
W2ba hfn af If- t-ooetl — af lhwljW
9whg. t.gsveap lhsfngbo w ieo fzes hgt Cwba !swglhp glt ofia'

eb'h-ea tmwiet mwlmhgbo lhe igohl wt gl thgdlea kebewlh hg.y W2 swmeyW 
Ge bfaaea lfnwsa lhe lfnesgbo a-bet kehgba -ty WThe fia nwIy Af 
lsgmvtp bf .wogmEV-tl lhe twbap lhe kewtl kebewlh If-p wba If-s gb'
tlgbmlty The rstl fbe wmsftt lhe zwiieI ngbtyW

— eDhwiea tifniIy 9wmgbo nwt fbe lhgboy 9wmgbo wmsftt lhe aewaigetl 
a-bet gb —bdesbw nhgie kwseiI vbfngbo hfn lf tlwI fb .I !swglhj 
Thwl nwt tf.elhgbo eite eblgseiIy

c-l — mf-iabKl sed-tey
— l-sbea lfnwsa .I fnb Cwba !swglhp lhe .wttgze kewtl nwglgbo V-tl 

kehgba .ep nwlmhgbo nglh lhfte oifngbo w.kes eIety —l hwa mhfteb 
.ey Afnp — hwa lf Bsfze — nwt nfslhI fd gly

— mig.kea fblf lhe msewl-seKt ksfwa kwmvp osgBBgbo lhe lhgmv segbt fd 
nfzeb iewlhesy —lt .wttgze kfaI lse.kiea kebewlh .ep ewoesp nwglgboy

2msftt dsf. .ep 9whg. iewbea gb mifte lf hgt !swglh wba .-llesea 
tf.elhgbo gb lhe fia Nhwsg lfbo-ey Ggt kewtl seiewtea w ifnp swlligbo 
hgttp glt lwgi mfgigbo gb wblgmgBwlgfby

— tnwiifneay
Thgt nwt gly
The 9gaes swgtea hgt ws.y W2l lhe asfB fd lhe kiwaep If- sgaeLW
The nwssgfst sfwsea gb wblgmgBwlgfby
ThebElhe kiwae deiiy
— kwseiI hwa lg.e lf kswme kedfse .I Cwba !swglh i-smhea dfsnwsap 

agzgbo gblf lhe a-bet igve w igzgbo k-iiely The ngba lfse Bwtl .I dwmep 
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lhe osf-ba zwbgthgbo kebewlh .e wt lhe kewtl lngtlea wba t-soea 
dfsnwsay

9whg. nwt dwtly Tff dwtly
Ge thfl whewap hgt !swglh tvg..gbo lhe t-sdwme fd lhe twba igve 

w thwafnp glt .fze.eblt F-ga wba Bsemgtey YI kewtl nwt tlsfbo wba 
Bfnesd-i k-l bfl Iel wt mfblsfiieay

— osgl .I leelhp ifnesgbo .I kfaI wowgbtl glt kwmvp lsIgbo lf kemf.e 
Bwsl fd gly

The a-bet s-thea lfnwsa -t gb -bezeb nwzetp lhe twba thgdlgbo 
-bBseagmlwkiIy 9whg. lffv lhe hgoh osf-bap hgt !swglh iewBgbo fzes 
w sgaoe nhgie — nwt dfsmea gblf lhe zwiieI keifny

— deil lhe thgdl gb lhe lesswgb kedfse — twn gly
2 twba lswBy
The a-bet whewa lse.kieap thgdlgbo gb wb -bbwl-swi sgBBiey The t-b 

kiewmhea lhe iwbatmwBe gblf w ofiaeb hw,ep k-l — mf-ia tee lhe nwsbgbo 
tgobtEw Bgldwii nwglgbo kebewlh lhe t-sdwmey

9whg. nwt wisewaI whewap hgt Bwlh miewsy
—d — lsgea lf dfiifnp —Ka tgbvy
— osgBBea lhe segbtp Bsettgbo w hwba wowgbtl lhe !swglhKt tgaey — agabKl 

vbfn nhI — aga glEk-l tf.elhgbo gb .e lfia .e lf igtleby
The kewtl th-aaesea kebewlh .ey
Thebp kedfse — sewig,ea nhwl nwt hwBBebgbop lhe twba .fzeay
—l igdleay Chgdleay Rhwboeay
—btlewa fd tnwiifngbo .ep lhe a-bet sfiiea -Bnwsap msewlgbo w ben 

Bwlhy 2 ksgaoey 2 nwI lhsf-ohy
?wtBt swbo f-l dsf. lhe nwlmhgbo Nhwsg nwssgfsty
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— kwseiI hwa lg.e lf Bsfmett gl kedfse .I !swglh t-soea dfsnwsap 
lwvgbo lhe ben Bwlh wl d-ii tBeeay The twba nswBBea wsf-ba -t igve w 
o-gagbo dfsmep B-thgbo -t lfnwsa lhe rbgth igbey

9whg. twn nhwl nwt hwBBebgboy Ge nhgBBea hgt segbtp -sogbo hgt 
kewtl dwtlesp k-l gl nwt lff iwley

— Bwttea hg. gb lhe rbwi tlselmhp lewsgbo wmsftt lhe zwiieI wba 
iw-bmhgbo fzes lhe iwtl a-bey

The .f.ebl .I !swglh iwbaeap lhe eblgse Nhwsg es-Blea gblf 
mheesty

— tiga fu lhe msewl-seKt kwmvp .I ksewlh swooeap .I hewsl tlgii 
hw..esgbo gb .I mhetly The osf-ba kebewlh .I deel deil aguesebl 
bfnEigve gl keifboea lf .ey

9whg. tifnea hgt kewtlp hgt eDBsettgfb w .gD fd ds-tlswlgfb wba 
tf.elhgbo eitey 9etBemly

Ge V-.Bea afnbp a-tlea hg.teid fup wba tleBBea lfnwsa .ey
…fs w ifbo .f.eblp he V-tl tl-agea .ey
Thebp rbwiiIEhe asfBBea lf fbe vbeey
WPf- wse C-btmfsmheapW he .-s.-seay
Ube kI fbep lhe Nhwsg nwssgfst dfiifneap kfngbo lhegs hewaty
— tlffa lhesep fzesnhei.eap lhe aetesl tlselmhgbo ebaiettiI wsf-ba 

.ey
— hwa nfb lhe swmey
— hwa mfblsfiiea lhe twbaty
2ba dfs lhe rstl lg.ep — deil gl gb .I kfbety
Thgt nwtbKl V-tl i-mvy
Thgt nwtbKl V-tl dwley
— nwt .ewbl dfs lhgty
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WYI .flhes nf-ia hwze ifzea lf tee lhgt awIpW 2thwsg twga wt ne wle 
wsf-ba lhe iwsoe lwkiey WChe nwt wb w.w,gbo iewaesyW

W!hwl hwBBebea lf hesjW — wtveay
W!e afbKl tee CIbagmwle fs Megieap 9wgaest fs xDgieay !e tee offa 

wba ezgiy !e wse setBfbtgkie dfs nhwl hwBBebt lf —bdesbwyW
W— -baestlwba lhwl bfny c-l — .-tl sel-sb lf .I BefBie tffb lf 

heiB lhe. lwve afnb lhe ezgi BefBieyW
2thwsg mfblgb-eay W—bdesbw gt aIgboEbfl dsf. lhe t-bp k-l dsf. 

lhe BefBie nhf sed-te lf tlfB nhwl tlwslea lhgt gb lhe rstl Biwmey The 
asgiigbop lhe eDBesg.ebltp lhe newBfbt lhe ezgi If- mwii Syndicate gt 
msewlgbo’ lheI wse vgiigbo lhe iwba dwtles lhwb wbI nws ezes mf-iay 
cedfse lhe CIbagmwlep lhese nese flhestpW

YI .gba seeieay
WThgt gt nhwl lhe CIbagmwle afetbKl nwbl If- lf teepW 2thwsg .-s'

.-seay WThgt gt nhwl If-s dwlhes agea lsIgbo lf BsezeblyW
— tnwiifnea hwsay YI dwlhesy
WGe vbenjW — wtveay
Wqwttea afnb lhsf-oh lhe oebeswlgfbtp nhgtBestp temseltp wba 

BsfBhemgetp fbiI vbfnb kI osewl iewaesty Pf-s dwlhes wba dwlhesKt dw'
lhes wba tf fb vben lhe ls-lhyW

WGgt iwtl nfsat lf .e nesep KYou must know. Every king knows. The 
Sunscorched Destiny. The end is comingyK — bezes lhf-ohl wkf-l nhwl 
he .ewbly — nwt lff nfssgea wkf-l nhwl hwa V-tl hwBBebeayW

— tleBBea kwmvp .I hwbat m-sigbo gblf rtlty WCf hfn af ne tlfB gljW
W3el .e thwse w tlfsI nglh If-pW the tlwsleap iwIgbo f-l w tesget fd 

newlhesea tmsfiit nglh aswngbot wba .wsvgboty WThf-twbat fd Iewst 
wofp wdles lhe ?sewl —obglgfbp lhese nwt w Ywa Ngboy Ge nwt lhe rstl 
lf keogb eDBesg.eblt fd oebelgm w-o.eblwlgfbp nwssgfst ebogbeesea 
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lf ke dwtlesp tlsfboesp wba g.Beszgf-t lf Bwgby Thsf-oh dfskgaaeb 
tmgebmetp mhe.gmwi ebhwbme.ebltp wba sgl-wigtlgm lsgwit fd lhe Fethp lheI 
kemw.e .fse lhwb h-.wbE-btlfBBwkie ebogbet fd nwsy Thegs .gbat 
nese thwsBp lhegs kfaget bewsiI gbaetls-mlgkiey TheI hwa bf dewsp bf 
hetglwlgfbp bf ig.glty

c-l lhe …gstl C-btmfsmheap 3-bwp vben aedewlgbo lhe Ywa Ngbo 
.ewbl .fse lhwb ksewvgbo lhegs .wmhgbet wba lewsgbo afnb lhegs 
Sf.ea mglgety Che hwa lf ksewv lhegs nwssgfsty

Cfp the l-sbea lhe aetesl wowgbtl lhe.y
3eoebat twI the mwiiea -Bfb lhe zesI ettebme fd —bdesbwp -tgbo lhe 

Bfnes fd lhe t-b wba twba lf newze wb -bksewvwkie m-stey The Ywv 
Ngbo7t nwssgfst nese tlsgBBea fd lhegs gbleiigoebme wba B-sBfteElhegs 
.gbat thwlleseay The w-o.eblwlgfb lhwl fbme .wae lhe. Bfnesd-i 
bfn lngtlea lhe. gblf tf.elhgbo osflet“-ey Thegs kfaget nglheseap 
lhegs Feth sflleap wba lhegs fbme'Bsf-a ws.fs d-tea lf lhegs nwsBea 
tvgby

!glhf-l lhe ngii fd lhegs .wtlest lf o-gae lhe.p lheI kemw.e deswiy
The fbme'osewl nwssgfst kemw.e nhwl If- vbfn wt lhe Feralkindy 

Thete .gbaiett kewtlt sfw. lhe nwtleiwbat gb ebaiett h-boesp wllwmv'
gbo wbIlhgbo lhwl .fzety TheI iftl lhegs zfgmetp tlswleoIp wba wkgiglI lf 
lhgbv wt tfiagesty 2ii lhwl se.wgbt gt gbtlgbmlElhe aetBeswle beea lf 
vgiip lf mfbt-.ep lf aetlsfIy

Cf.e tlgii kews lhe se.bwblt fd lhegs Bwtl igzetElwllffea s-bet 
k-sbea gblf lhegs Fethp ws.fs Biwlet d-tea lf lhegs tBgbetp s-tlea 
newBfbt Bes.wbebliI ifaoea gb lhegs hwbaty c-l nhwlezes lheI fbme 
nese gt ofbey

The Nhwsg keigeze lhwl lhe …eswivgba gt lhe iwtl se.gbaes fd lhe Ywa 
Ngbo7t tgbtp w nwsbgbo fd nhwl hwBBebt nheb .eb B-th lff dws wba 
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lsI lf kemf.e .fse lhwb h-.wby TheI nhgtBes lhwl lhe …eswivgba ngii 
sgte wowgb fbe awIEbfl wt .gbaiett kewtlt k-l wt tf.elhgbo nfstey 

2ba bfnp nglh lhe CIbagmwle lw.Besgbo nglh oebelgm eDBesg.eblt 
wba msewlgbo lhegs fnb nws'kewtltp lhe Nhwsg dews lhwl hgtlfsI gt seBewl'
gbo glteidElhwl lhe Ywa Ngbo7t ws.I nwt bezes ls-iI aetlsfIeaEfbiI 
nwglgboy

!wglgbo dfs lhe C-btmfsmhea lf sgte wowgby
!wglgbo dfs lhe mImie lf keogb wbenyW
The 9gaes wba 2thwsg eDmhwboea w oiwbmey
WPf- mwbbfl mhwboe dwlepW lhe 9gaes twga mwsed-iiIy
— tmfnieay W!hwl afet lhwl .ewbjW
9whg. tleBBea dfsnwsap ws.t msftteay W—l .ewbt —bdesbw gt Bwtl 

twzgboyW
— thffv .I heway Afy Thwl mf-iabKl ke ls-ey
2thwsg tl-agea .e dfs w ifbo .f.ebly WThe ben BsfBhemIpW the 

rbwiiI twgay
— dsfnbeay W2 BsfBhemIjW
The 9gaes sewmhea dfs wbflhes tmsfiip dws fiaes lhwb lhe setly The 

eaoet nese ms-.kigbop lhe gbv kwseiI ieogkiey
In the time of fire and ruin, when the sands cry for vengeance, the 

Sunscorched will rise.
Born beneath a false sky, he will walk the lands between the buried 

cities, command the beasts of the deep, and bring balance where none 
remains.

He will hold the power of the lost kings and the fury of the burning 
star. He alone will choose the fate of Inferna.

YI kiffa swb mfiay
— tleBBea kwmvp thwvgbo .I heway WPf- lhgbv lhgt gt wkf-l .ejW
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9whg. tmfueay WPf- sfae lhe !swglhy Pf- mfblsfiiea lhe twbaty Pf- 
t-szgzea lhe asgbv fd aewlhy !hwl .fse Bsffd af If- beeajW

2thwsgKt eDBsettgfb nwt -bsewawkiey WThe C-btmfsmhea gt .ewbl lf 
twze —bdesbwEfs aetlsfI gly The mhfgme hwt winwIt keeb hgt lf .wveyW

YI tlf.wmh lngtleay W—K. bfl w ofayW
WAfp bfl w ofapW lhe 9gaes woseeay WPf- wse —bdesbwKt iwtl hfBeyW
:!hwl hwBBebea lf 3-bwj0
The sff. deii gblf tgiebmey
The negohl fd lhegs keiged telliea fblf .I thf-iaest igve wb -bkews'

wkie dfsmey
:!glh twmsgrme mf.et Bewmep0 2thwsg wbtneseay :Ges kfaI nwt 

bezes semfzeseap k-l hes twmsgrme hewiea —bdesbwy "blgi bfny0
— miebmhea .I rtlty — nwtbKl sewaI dfs lhgty
c-l gl agabKl .wllesy
cemw-te —bdesbw nwt aIgboEwba gd — agabKl tlfB Tgkesp gd — agabKl 

lwve lhe lhsfbe wba eba lhgt nwsp lhese nf-ia ke bflhgbo iedl lf twzey
— eDhwiea tifniIy
— hwa lf ke sewaIy
:GgtlfsI hwt w nwI fd seBewlgbo glteidp0 the twgay
WTheb ielKt keogbpW — twgay
2thwsg t.giea dwgbliIy WTheb ofp C-btmfsmheay …-irii If-s aetlgbIyW

2b fmewb fd thgdlgbo a-bet wba mswmvea ewslh kemw.e wigze kebewlh 
.ep lhe ngba mwszgbo sgBBiet gblf lhe twba igve lhe t-sdwme fd w setliett 
tewy — sfae wifbep .I Cwba !swglh .fzgbo kebewlh .e nglh tesBeblgbe 
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oswmep newzgbo eufsliettiI lhsf-oh lhe thgdlgbo iwbatmwBey The t-b 
h-bo hgohp w .esmgiett gbdesbf gb lhe tvIp Iel gl bf ifboes k-sbea .e 
wt gl fbme hway

qeshwBt gl bezes hway
The C-btmfsmheay Thwl nwt nhwl lheI mwiiea .ey 2 bw.ep w lgliep w 

BsfBhemIy c-l glt negohl telliea hewzgiI fb .I thf-iaest wt — sfaep lhe 
NhwsgKt nfsat tlgii emhfgbo gb .I .gbay

— hwa keigezea lhwl lhe CIbagmwle nwt lhe keogbbgbo fd —bdesbwKt 
t-uesgbo dfs Iewsty Thwl gl hwa keeb lhegs oseeap lhegs seiebliett h-boes 
dfs Bfnesp lhwl hwa l-sbea lhgt nfsia gblf w nwtleiwbay 2ba Ielp gb lhe 
hwiit fd lhe Nhwsgp t-ssf-baea kI seigmt fd lhe fia nfsiap — hwa teeb lhe 
ls-lh;

—bdesbw hwa keeb aIgbo ifbo kedfse lhe CIbagmwle ezes eDgtleay
cedfse lhe Sf.etp kedfse lhe Megieap kedfse lhe 9wgaestp kedfse 

lhe eDgiet nhf hwa lsgea lf mwsze f-l w Biwme w.fbo lhe s-gbtElhese 
hwa keeb lhe Ywa Ngboy 2b wbmgebl ws.I lhwl s-iea nglh wb gsfb 
osgBp dfsogbo tfiagest gb lhe rset fd oebelgm w-o.eblwlgfbp l-sbgbo .eb 
gblf .fbtlestp lhegs kfaget ebhwbmea keIfba semfobglgfbp lhegs .gbat 
thwsBebea gblf kiwaet fd nwsy 

2ba lheI nf-ia hwze lwveb ezesIlhgboy
!f-ia hwze ms-thea nhwlezes setgtlwbme se.wgbea kebewlh lhegs 

kffly
—d bfl dfs lhe …gstl C-btmfsmheay
3-bwy
2 ogsi kfsb bfl lf s-ie k-l lf twzey 2 iewaes bfl kI kiffa k-l kI rsey 

Che hwa bfl df-ohl lhe Gfiifnkfsb gb lhe nwI w tfiages nf-iay Che 
hwabKl .el lhe. fb fBeb osf-bap kiwae lf kiwaey

AfEthe hwa df-ohl lhe. nglh —bdesbw glteidy
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Che hwa l-sbea lhe twbat gblf hes newBfbp mf..wbagbo lhe 
!swglht wba kebagbo lhe aetesl lf hes ngiiy !glh lhwl Bfnesp the hwa 
ksfveb lhe Ywa Ngbo wba lngtlea hgt osewl nwssgfst gblf .gbaiett 
h-tvtE.fbtlest nglhf-l B-sBftey

2ba bfnp lhf-twbat fd Iewst iwlesp lhfte h-tvt se.wgbeay The 
…eswivgbay

2ii lhgt lg.ep — hwa lhf-ohl fd lhe. wt bflhgbo .fse lhwb msewl-set 
fd lhe nwtleiwbay 9wkgap tebteiettp awboesf-tEk-l bflhgbo .fse 
lhwb dwgiea CIbagmwle eDBesg.eblt fs tf.e kIBsfa-ml fd w ksfveb 
nfsiay c-l lhe ls-lh nwt dws nfstey

TheI hwa keeb .eb fbmey
!wssgfsty Cfiagesty
Afnp lheI nese V-tl w se.bwbl fd w nws ifbo dfsofllebp w m-ste 

igboesgbo wmsftt lhe twbaty —l gt w nwsbgbo fd nhwl hwBBebt nheb 
BefBie lsI lf B-th keIfba lhe ig.glt fd nhwl lheI nese .ewbl lf key

2ba Ielp lhe CIbagmwle nwt afgbo gl wowgby
TheI nese seBewlgbo hgtlfsIp BiwIgbo nglh lhe tw.e awboesf-t 

gaewtp w.kglgfbtp wba .wabett lhwl hwa iea lhe Ywa Ngbo lf s-gby
Gwa Tgkes ezeb vbfnbj Gwa .I dwlhes vbfnbj
xzesI vgbo vbfnt The Sunscorched Prophecy.
Thfte hwa keeb hgt iwtl nfsat lf .ey Ggt rbwi ksewlhy
Gwa he vbfnb lhgt nws nwt bezes wkf-l lhe Megiea fs lhe CIbag'

mwlej Gwa he vbfnb lhwl —bdesbw glteid nwt fb lhe zesoe fd mfiiwBtep 
lhwl hgtlfsI nwt tBgswigbo lfnwsa lhe tw.e kiffaI mfbmi-tgfb wt ke'
dfsej

2ba gd he hwa’
!hI hwabKl he afbe wbIlhgbo lf tlfB glj
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— miebmhea lhe segbt fd .I !swglhp osgBBgbo lhe. lgohly The kewtl 
setBfbaea gbtlwbliIp tebtgbo .I ds-tlswlgfby —lt kfaI .fzea dwtlesp 
agzgbo gblf lhe twba wba t-sogbo dfsnwsa nglh Bfnesd-i tlsgaet ke'
bewlh lhe t-sdwmey

—d lhgt nwt lhe ls-lh’ gd lhgt nwt lhe nws — hwa keeb kfsb gblf’ lheb 
bflhgbo — hwa afbe -blgi bfn hwa .wlleseay

Burning Verdanix wasn't enough.
Escaping the Black Pit wasn't enough.
Learning to command the Wraiths wasn't enough.
—d —bdesbw nwt aIgbop lheb lwvgbo lhe lhsfbe nf-iabKl rD gly
c-l .wIke’ .wIke — hwa bezes keeb .ewbl lf ke w vgboy
YwIke lhwl nwt lhe igey
YwIke — nwt bezes .ewbl lf s-ie —bdesbwy
YwIke — nwt .ewbl lf twze gly
The sewig,wlgfb telliea gb .I mhetl igve k-sbgbo mfwity The lhf-ohl 

hwa keeb mseeBgbo wl lhe eaoet fd .I .gba ezes tgbme — aswbv dsf. 
lhe xlesbwitp ezes tgbme lhe Nhwsg hwa vbeeiea kedfse .ep lhegs zfgmet 
sgbogbo gb -bgtfb;

You are the Sunscorched. 
— hwa nwblea lf seVeml gly — hwa nwblea lf ke wbosIp lf B-th kwmvp lf 

leii lhe. lhwl — nwt V-tl w kfIEV-tl Nwei CfiwsIbp lhe eDgiea kwtlwsa 
Bsgbme nhf hwa kwseiI t-szgzea lhe cwssebtp nhf hwa iftl ezesIlhgbo 
wba ezesIfbey

c-l — nwtbKl V-tl Nwei wbI.fsey
— nwtbKl V-tl w Bsgbmey
— hwa deil gly
!heb — sfae lhe !swglhy !heb — mf..wbaea lhe twbay
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Cf.elhgbo gbtgae .e hwa nfveb -Bp tf.elhgbo lhwl hwa keeb 
nwglgbo dfs lhgt .f.eblp nwglgbo dfs lhe sgohl lg.e lf lwve glt rstl 
ksewlhy

2ba gl lessgrea .ey
cemw-te — agabKl vbfn gd — nwt tlsfbo ebf-oh lf mfblsfi gly
The ngba hfniea wt — msetlea wbflhes a-bep lhe cwssebt tlselmhgbo 

kedfse .ep ebaiett wba zwtlp riiea nglh thwafnt fd lhgbot Bwtl wba 
d-l-sey

The flhest nf-ia ke nwglgbo dfs .ey
Agwy Cgebbwy 2sgwy LwDy 9fbwby Rfszgby
TheI hwa wii ofbe lf swiiI lhegs fnb BefBiep lf ksgbo lfoelhes 

nhwlezes t-szgzfst lheI mf-ia rbay
2ba — nwt hewagbo tlswgohl dfs lhe mwBglwiy 2ifbey
Tgkes lhf-ohl he hwa wisewaI nfby
Ge lhf-ohl he hwa ngBea f-l lhe Megiea wba lhwl he hwa ms-thea 

lhe sekeiigfby Thwl he hwa ksfveb .ey
c-l he hwa .wae fbe dwlwi .gtlwvey
Ge hwa iel .e igzey
2ba bfnp — nwt mf.gbo dfs hg.y
…fs lhe CIbagmwley
…fs —bdesbw glteidy
— Bsettea dfsnwsap -sogbo .I !swglh lf .fze dwtlesp lhe ngba 

tmsew.gbo wsf-ba .ep lhe twbat Bwslgbo igve nwzet gb .I nwvey
The t-b k-sbea hfllesp lhe tvI tlselmhgbo ebaiettiI wkfze .ey
…fs lhe rstl lg.ep — agabKl deei lhe hewl wt BwgbM — deil gl wt BewmeEw 

Bewmed-i deeigbo lhwl d-eiea .ey
cemw-te — nwtbKl s-bbgbo wbI.fsey
— nwt sgtgboy
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CHAPTER 
TWENTY

THE GATHERING STORM

T he Dome of Solaris Prime loomed ahead, a silver monolith 
rising from the Barrens like a god watching over a dying world. 

It was more than just a city—the Syndicate’s beating heart, the pnal 
stronghold of those who had sha-ed Inferna into what it was.

But it wasn’t invincible.
The sky above shimmered with heat, casting waves of distorA

tion over the fortiped walls. The towers glowed beneath the artipcial 
clouds, their massive turbines -um-ing pltered air into the Syndicate’s 
world. Ft the same time, the rest of us choked on dust and sand.

Uor years, this -lace had been untouchable. Wnreachable.
But not anymore.
I dismounted from my 3raith at the to- of a dune and watched as 

it disa--eared back into the sand. The wind howled, kicking u- dust, 
but I wasn’t afraid.

They would come.
They had to.
Then—movement.
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F single pgure emerged over the ridge, followed by a slow, steady 
march of others.

I eJhaled shar-ly as VaJ led a small but hardened force of “eiled 
survivors toward me. BattleAworn, dustAcovered, but alive, their eyes 
burned with a vengeance, and their ste-s were unwavering.

VaJ grinned when he saw me. ?Still in one -iece, huh”Y
I smirked, my throat dry. ?zou sound sur-rised.Y
?I am.Y Ge -ulled o… his sandAcovered scarf, revealing a cocky smirk 

beneath. ?Uigured I’d be giving you a -ro-er burial by now.Y
I rolled my eyes but didn’t argue. 3eeks ago, he might have been 

right.
Then, my gaMe shifted—because she was here, too.
Fria.
She stood a few feet behind VaJ, her green eyes unreadable. Ger face 

was smudged with dust, her hair tied back in a loose braid, but her 
-osture was rigid—strong but wary.

She had come, but she hadn’t forgiven me yet.
Fnd I couldn’t blame her.
VaJ followed my gaMe, his smirk faltering just slightly. ?She’s here 

because she wants to be,Y he muttered under his breath. ?Vust4 don’t 
screw it u-.Y

I nodded once, unable to say anything else.
Eore pgures a--roached, and soon, another grou- emerged from 

the dunes.
Oia and Sienna.
They moved like shadows, Lanked by a handful of “eiled elA

ders—survivors of the massacre. Some were too old to pght, but they 
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had something just as valuableq loyalty to their -eo-le and res-ect for 
Inferna.

Sienna ran u- and hugged me. ?Took you long enough.Y
I smirked. ?xood to see you, too.Y
She eJhaled, crossing her arms. ?3e lost too much already, 5ael. 3e 

can’t a…ord to lose this.Y
I nodded. ?3e won’t.Y
Then—more.
F third force rose from the dunes, its pgures lined with makeshift 

armor and its wea-ons slung over its backs.
Nonan and 6orvin.
Fnd behind them—Ned Gollow’s survivors.
Nough. Scarred. Uighters who had s-ent their whole lives running, 

hiding, waiting for a moment to strike back.
Oow, that moment had come.
6orvin slid o… his s-eeder, shaking his head as he took in the sheer 

siMe of Solaris Prime. ?This might be the dumbest thing we’ve ever 
done.Y

Nonan smirked. ?That’s what makes it fun.Y
I hu…ed a laugh, shaking my head. It was madness. But it was the 

only way.
Then—one last grou-.
They came from the dee-est dunes, their cloaks blending seamlessly 

with the sand. Their movements were 7uiet and controlled.
Fnd at their head4
5ieran Hrven.
Fnd the KJiles.
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But 5ieran had brought more than just warriors. Ge had brought 
knowledge.

Fs he reached me, he -ulled a small, rusted device from his belt and 
tossed it to me. I caught it, frowning.

?3hat is this”Y
5ieran smirked. ?zour way in.Y
I turned it over, and the hologra-hic ma- Lickered to life, disA

-laying the entire layout of Solaris Primeq entrances, tunnels, and 
weaknesses.

I looked back at him in disbelief. ?3here did you—”Y
?zou’re not the only one with secrets, 5ael.Y
I clenched my jaw, staring at the glowing -athways of the city. 3e 

had our -eo-le, and we had our entrance.
Oow, we just had to win.
I turned back to the grou-, taking in the faces of those who had 

followed me here. They were waiting. Uor orders. Uor direction.
Uor me.
VaJ eJhaled loudly. ?So4 did you pnd them”Y
I glanced at him. ?Uind who”Y
Ge gave me a look. ?zour mysterious sand dream.Y
I hesitated for a fraction of a second.
Then nodded.
?zeah.Y
Silence stretched between us as they waited for me to eJ-lain. I 

didn’t.
Oot yet.
Fria, for the prst time, s-oke. ?Fnd”Y
I eJhaled. ?Fnd now we have more than just an army.Y
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I let the words settle. They didn’t need the details. Oot yet.
VaJ grumbled. ?zou’re really going to be cry-tic about this, aren’t 

you”Y
I smirked slightly. ?zou’ll see.Y
5ieran motioned toward the ca-ital. ?3e don’t have much time. 

The moment Tiber gets word that we’re out here, he’ll shut every 
eJit.Y

I nodded. ?Then we move fast.Y
I turned to the others. ?This isn’t just about taking the city. 3e’re 

not here to burn Solaris Prime. 3e’re here to take back Inferna.Y
I -ointed at the Dome. ?The Syndicate wants us to be savages. They 

want to call us rebels, outsiders, monsters. They want to control the 
story.Y

I met their gaMes one by one. ?3e show them the truth.Y
Fria crossed her arms. ?Fnd how do we do that”Y
I clenched my pst around the hologra-hic ma-. ?3e cut Tiber o… 

at the knees.Y
Oia raised a brow. ?Eeaning”Y
I inhaled dee-ly. ?3e take the Dome without destroying it.Y
Silence.
VaJ blinked. ?I’m sorry. 3hat”Y
?3e make the -eo-le see. 3e cut o… Tiber’s control without turnA

ing this into a massacre. If we want Inferna to survive, we must change 
the story.Y

I turned back to the glowing Dome in the distance.
Tiber thought he had already won.
Ge thought he had crushed us.
Ge thought Inferna belonged to him.
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But he had made one fatal mistake.
Ge had let me live.
Fnd now, I was here to take back everything.
The wind howled across the dunes, carrying the scent of scorched 

sand and the distant hum of Solaris PrimeQs towering machines. F false 
city built on the su…ering of everyone standing before me.

They had come from the farthest reaches of Inferna. Survivors. 
Uighters. Hutcasts.

The “eiled, who had once hidden in the shadows, now stood with 
their heads held high. Their numbers were smaller than before, but 
their s-irits were unbroken. They had lost their home and their leadA
ers—but not their will.

The KJiles, men and women cast from the Domes for refusing 
to kneel to the SyndicateQs rule watched with guarded eJ-ressions. 
They had survived in the wild, in the ruins of the old world, making 
something out of nothing.

The Ned Gollow survivors, hardened warriors who had evaded the 
SyndicateQs gras- for years, stood with 6orvin and Nonan, their faces 
lined with vengeance. They had been hunted, slaughtered, and erased 
from history—yet here they were.

Fnd then—5ieran Hrven and the -eo-le of the “illage of KJiles. 
Hnce forgotten, once discarded, they had built their own strength in 
the Barrens, scavenging from the ruins of the -ast to build their future. 
Fnd now, that future would be decided here.

I stood before them all, my heart -ounding, the weight of a thouA
sand histories -ressing down my shoulders.

This wasnQt about me. This wasnQt about vengeance.
This was about Inferna itself.
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I ste--ed forward onto the rise of the dune, raising my voice so that 
all could hear me.

13e have all been told the same lie that the Syndicate is the future. 
That the Gaven Oetwork is the only way to survive. Fll of us are 
nothing more than the waste left behind after they built their -erfect 
world.1

I turned, scanning the faces before me, absorbing the scars, hardA
ened gaMes, and 7uiet -ain that had sha-ed them all.

1Cook around you. Gow many of us were forced into eJile” Gow 
many were told that we didnQt belong” Gow many watched our famiA
lies starve because the Domes hoarded food and water for themselves” 
Gow many of our -eo-le have been burned, buried, eJ-erimented 
on—forgotten”1

Silence.
Fnd then—rage.
Oot shouted, not s-oken, but felt.
F shifting tension, a silent agreement.
I gritted my teeth, my psts clenching.
1Ey father—5ing Flric Solaryn—tried to change this. Ge tried 

to save our -lanet. Ge knew the truth that the Syndicate had s-ent 
generations hiding. Inferna isnQt dying from the sun. ItQs dying because 
of them.

Tiber. 2ueen Cyra. Kvery Cord and Cady sits behind those walls, 
-retending that they hold the keys to survival.

They lie.
They send their armies to slaughter us. They unleash our eJ-eriA

ment on friends and family as su-er mutants to devour us. They let us 
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pght over their scra-s while they sit safely in their artipcial -aradises, 
watching. Caughing.

But we are not their discarded -eo-le.
3e are Inferna.
Fnd we are done watching our world, which he shares, be deA

stroyed. 3e must do better than our ancestors. 3e must save Inferna.1
I took a breath, my hands shaking—but not from fear.
Urom -ower.
1Today is not about destruction. 3e will not burn Solaris Prime to 

the ground. 3e will not reduce this city to dust. That is not our way. 
3hat we did to “erdaniJ was not the way to go. I was wrong, but I 
know the truth now.

Today is about taking back what was stolen.
3e will show the -eo-le inside those walls the truth.
3e will show them that Tiber is not their savior—he is their eJeA

cutioner.
That the Syndicate is not the future—we are.
Fnd we will pght, not for revenge, death, or life.
Inferna can be saved. It can be healed. It can be more than this. But 

it needs all of us.1
I let the words sink in, my chest rising and falling with every breath.
Then, I lifted my hand.
F slow rumbling sound shook the dunes beneath our feet.
The sand began to shift.
3his-ers ri--led through the crowd as the ground trembled, and 

then—
The Sand 3raiths rose.
Urom beneath the dunes, the 5hari emerged.
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Their massive 3raiths eru-ted from the earth, towering above the 
gathered forces. Their scaled bodies twisted through the sand like 
living shadows, and their amber eyes gleamed in the prelight.

xas-s, startled shouts, awe.
The 5hari Niders stood among them, cloaked in Lowing robes of 

desert gold, their armor etched with the markings of their ancient 
ways. The lead Nider—Fshari—sat u-on her beast with e…ortless 
grace, her dark eyes unreadable as she surveyed the gathered armies.

SiennaQs hand moved to her knife. 15ael4 what is this”1
I turned, meeting their stunned gaMes.
1There is more to Inferna than you know.1
They ste--ed back as the 3raiths circled, their massive forms shiftA

ing the sand beneath them.
The “eiled warriors whis-ered amongst themselves.
The KJiles stared, their hands gri--ing their wea-ons.
The Ned Gollow survivors froMe.
Uear.
But also wonder.
1They are not our enemies,1 I assured them. 1They are InfernaQs prst 

defenders. They were here before the Syndicate, the “eiled, and the 
Naiders. Fnd now, they stand with us.1

Nahim narrowed his eyes at the crowd. 1Fre these the warriors you 
would follow into battle” Those who would have killed you in the 
Barrens” Those who abandoned their own war long ago”1

I turned back to them, my voice steady.
13e all carry the scars of the -ast, Nahim. 3e all made mistakes. But 

today—we pght together.1
I looked out over the gathering.
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13e are the forgotten. The cast out. The broken.
But we are not weak.
3e are not done.
Fnd we will not be erased.1
I ste--ed forward, feeling the sunQs heat above, feeling the sand shift 

beneath my boots like it was alive, breathing with me.
1Stand with me,1 I said. 1Oot as eJiles. Oot as rebels. Oot as eneA

mies.
Stand with me as InfernaQs last ho-e.
Stand with me as the ones who will change our future.
Stand with me—as one.1
Uor a moment, no one s-oke.
Oo one moved.
Then—
Sienna dro--ed to one knee.
Ger hand clenched into a pst over her heart.
Oia followed.
Then 6orvin.
Then Nonan.
Then, one by one, the “eiled, the KJiles, the survivors of Ned GolA

low—
Fll of them.
They knelt.
Some looked at me as their 5ing.
Some looked at me as their Ceader.
Savior.
Uriend.
Uamily.
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Sunscorched.
But titles didn’t matter anymore.
This wasnQt just about me.
This was about all of us.
Fnd as I looked out over the gathered warriors, the sand shiftA

ing, the 5hari watching in silence, the 3raiths -rowling through the 
dunes—

I knew.
This was the beginning.
Oot of a war.
Oot of a kingdom.
But of something greater.
F new Inferna.
Fnd I would burn the Syndicate to the ground to see it reborn.
The ground trembled beneath our march. Thousands of feet 

-ressed into the shifting sands, banners whi--ing in the wind, the sun 
casting long shadows over the golden dunes. The weight of what we 
were about to do -ressed against my ribs like an iron chain.

This wasn’t just another skirmish. This wasn’t “erdaniJ or Ignes 
Uorge.

This was the end.
I rode at the front, my Sand 3raith shifting beneath me, its great 

body gliding just below the surface of the sand like a -hantom. The 
5hari Lanked our sides, their 3raiths kee-ing -ace, their golden armor 
glinting beneath the sun. Behind us, the “eiled, the KJiles, the Ned 
Gollow survivors, and the scattered remnants of Inferna’s forgotten 
-eo-le marched in formationM their wea-ons clutched tightly in their 
hands.
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Before us, Solaris Prime loomed.
It rose out of the dunes like a monolith, its steel walls stretching 

skyward, reLecting the harsh sunlight like a mirror. The Dome was 
closed—a cage for those inside, a fortress for those who ruled.

3e sto--ed just a hundred yards from the gates.
The air felt thin, stretched, vibrating, antici-ating what would 

come.
Then—a loud groan of metal.
The great gates of Solaris Prime swung o-en.
Fnd the Syndicate marched forth.
Nows u-on rows of blackAarmored enforcers -oured from the 

city, their lines disci-lined and -recise. Shields locked together, riLes 
gleaming beneath the sun. They outnumbered us two to one.

Ft the front, Lanked by his elite guards, stood Tiber.
Gis crimson cloak billowed in the hot wind, his eJ-ression unreadA

able.
Beside him, “arik, the Naider warlord, leaned on his sta… of tubes 

and breathing masks, his grotes7ue features twisted into something 
close to amusement.

Tiber raised a s-eaker to his li-s.
?5ael Solaryn.Y
The sound of my name echoed across the desert, reverberating 

through the bones of every soul gathered.
?Thank you.Y
Gis voice was smooth and -olished. F king addressing his subjects.
?Uor so long, we have hunted the remnants of treasonous eJiles, the 

-arasites of Inferna who refuse to understand the truth of survival. 
Fnd now—you have gathered them all in one -lace.Y
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Ge let the words sink in. The tra- was set. Ge had been waiting for 
this.

Ge smiled. ?zou have made this so easy for us.Y
F murmur ri--led through my forces. Doubt. Wncertainty.
I clenched my psts. I couldn’t let them falter.
Tiber lifted a hand and motioned to his guards.
F pgure was dragged forward, bound in chains, and forced to its 

knees.
I didn’t recogniMe them at prst.
The hood covered their faces, but something about how they knelt 

and slum-ed their shoulders sent ice slicing through my s-ine.
Tiber let the silence stretch, milking the moment before he leaned 

into the s-eaker again.
?This is your last chance, bastard.Y
Ge let the insult hit and waited for a reaction. I gave him nothing.
?Turn back now,Y he continued, voice dri--ing with mock genA

erosity. ?Take what’s left of your -eo-le and run. If you do, I will not 
-ursue you. I will let you live. I will let them live.Y

The hooded pgure shifted slightly.
3ith a casual Lick of his wrist, Tiber grinned and then ri--ed the 

hood away.
F shar- inhale shot through my teeth.
6a-tain Daris Hrven.
Gis face was bloodied. Gis armor is broken. Gis onceA-roud gaMe 

was now clouded with eJhaustion and -ain.
Behind me, a strangled sound.
5ieran.
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Ge tried to -ush -ast me, his body trembling, his breath ragged. 
?Daris—DarisNY

I grabbed his arm, holding him back.
5ieran struggled, his hands shaking violently. ?5ael—we have to 

get himNY
Daris lifted his head.
Hur eyes met.
Uor a second, I wasn’t in the Barrens. I was back in Solaris Prime, 

back in my father’s -alace.
I saw the man who had shielded me from everything evil in that 

-lace. The man who had trained me when no one else would. Hne 
of the only -eo-le in the world who had ever looked at me and seen 
something worth saving.

Tiber saw my hesitation. Ge knew.
?Eake your choice, 5ael.Y
I could feel every eye on me. 3aiting. 3atching.
3aiting for my command.
3aiting for me to save him.
I wanted to. Kvery pber of my body wanted to.
But I knew.
If I turned away now—Inferna would never be free.
5ieran was shaking. ?5ael—-leaseNY
I stood still.
I didn’t react.
I didn’t move.
I just stared at Daris.
Gis eJ-ression didn’t change.
Fnd then—he smiled.
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It was small, barely there, but I saw it.
Hur fatherAson bond was an uns-oken one.
Then—
Tiber eJhaled dramatically.
?Pity.Y
F gunshot s-lit the world in half.
Daris crum-led.
5ieran screamed.
I didn’t breathe.
I couldn’t.
Kverything sto--ed.
Kverything froMe.
Fnd then, before I could react—before I could do anything—
Tiber lifted a hand.
The Syndicate soldiers -arted.
Eore cages were wheeled forward.
I barely had time to -rocess before the metal doors swung o-en.
The Su-er Eutants burst free.
Eassive, grotes7ue monstrosities, their veins glowing green with 

Syndicate augmentation, their muscles -ulsing unnaturally beneath 
stretched skin.

They snarled and screamed, their distorted bodies twisting as they 
charged.

Straight.
Ft.
Ws.
The rebellion braced.
?STFOD STNHOxNY I roared.
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Fnd then—
The battle began.
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CHAPTER 
TWENTY ONE

A STORM OF BLOOD AND 
FIRE

T he rstS upMes apSncS sendhei pt oc ted,citm oSt vnttofe gsnve 
v,focw yoSh Sessog.ocw tMeeiI lS ynt n hpkbocw v,ctSs,toS.m oSt 

x,i. SyotSei yoSh pccnSpsnk vptdke nci oSt tboc n todbk. vo— ,g veSnk 
MknSocw nci Mpktocw wseec feoctI lSt e.etV,cde hpvncVyese c,y 
insbm evMS. f,oitI

lS s,nseim She t,pci foxsnSocw Shs,pwh v. x,cetI
Thec oS tSspdbI
The vpSncS typcw oSt dknyei nsvm teciocw Sy, Aeokei ynsso,st 

R.ocw kobe xs,bec i,kktI The. hoS She tncim pcv,focwI
H ted,ci vpSncS S,se Shs,pwh n ws,pM ,g Cei ",kk,y rwhSestm 

soMMocw ,ce nMnsS yoSh n tocwke tyoMe ,g tessnSei rcwestI The ,Shest 
xnsek. hni Sove S, tdsenv xeg,se oS dhnswei nwnocI

Ohn,t espMSeiI
L"DEN T"! El3!1L l xekk,yeim v. f,ode xnsek. dpSSocw Shs,pwh 

She tdsenvt nci wpcrseI
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Wn— nci 3on g,pwhS toie x. toiem Sheos yenM,ct tMoSSocw rse nci tSeek 
ocS, She ,cd,vocw h,sieI Hson ynt n xkps ,g v,So,cm hes Syoc xkniet 
tkodocw Shs,pwh u.ciodnSe t,kioest yh, spthei oc xehoci She vpSncStI

The zhnso soiest eveswei gs,v She ipcetm Sheos unci jsnoSht 
xpstSocw gs,v xek,y kobe thni,yt oc She tS,svI The xentSt sekentei 
n Moesdocw tdseedhm Sheos nsv,sei x,ioet tknvvocw ocS, She vpSncSt 
yoSh Sessog.ocw g,sdeI

Hthnso s,ie nS She gs,cSm hes tMens dsndbkocw yoSh ekedSsodoS. nt the 
is,fe oS tSsnowhS ocS, She dhetS ,g n dhnswocw vpSncSI

The dsenSpse thsoebeim oSt x,i. d,cfpktocw xeg,se d,kknMtocw ocS, 
She tnciI

Dce i,ycI N,2ect v,se S, w,I
l wsoSSei v. SeeSh nci Spscei S, gnde She ec,sv,pt vpSncS oc gs,cS 

,g veI
lS ynt censk. Sec geeS Snkkm oSt xndb kndei yoSh d.xesceSod tMocetm endh 

wk,yocw yoSh nc eesoe wseec kowhSI lS ynt v,se M,SecS nci gntSes Shnc 
She ,ShestI

H gnokei e—MesovecS Spscei ocS, n yenM,cI
Hci oS ynt d,vocw tSsnowhS g,s veI
l xnsek. hni Sove S, sendS xeg,se oS kpcweiI
l s,kkei xecenSh oSt nsvm She tnci bodbocw pM ns,pci ve nt oS tSspdb 

She ws,pci yhese l hni xeec tSnciocw 0ptS ted,cit xeg,seI The g,sde 
,g She ovMndS dsndbei She ensSh xecenSh ptI

The dsenSpse sekentei n wpSSpsnk tcnsk nci Spsceim oSt wk,yocw e.et 
k,dbocw ,cS, voceI

lS ynt ocSekkowecSI
l wsoMMei v. ty,si SowhSesI K,,iI
lS y,pki bc,y yhnS ynt d,vocwI
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The vpSncS kpcwei nwnocm xpS Shot Sovem l ynt seni.I
l i,iwei kegSm tkodocw v. xknie nds,tt oSt e—M,tei soxtI uMnsbt hottei 

gs,v She d,cSndSm xpS She y,pci xnsek. tk,yei oS i,ycI lS tMpcm 
xndbhnciocw ve yoSh ec,pwh g,sde S, teci ve tboiiocw nds,tt She 
tnciI

'noc e—Mk,iei oc v. soxtI
l tpdbei oc n xsenShm g,sdocw v.tekg S, v. geeSI
The vpSncS s,nsei oc SsopvMhm kogSocw n vnttofe g,,S S, dspth veI
ThecV
H xkps ,g xkndb nci w,ki tknvvei ocS, oSI
CnhovI
"ot unci jsnoSh Sndbkei She vpSncS gs,v She toiem teciocw oS tSnwY

wesocw xndbynsiI "e kenMei gs,v She tniikem hot Syoc dpsfei xkniet 
Rnthocw oc She tpckowhS nt he tSspdbV,ce xknie tocbocw ocS, She vpY
SncSXt Shs,nSm She ,Shes ocS, oSt tMoceI

The dsenSpse keS ,pS n tSsncwkei wpswkem oSt wseecYkoS feoct Mpktocw 
essnSodnkk. xeg,se oS d,kknMtei ocS, She iosSI

Cnhov knciei xetoie vem xsenShocw hnsiI
L?,pXse S,, tk,ym upctd,sdheiIL
l hpqei ,pS n xsenShI LHci .,pXse sedbkettIL
Lan.xemL he tvosbeim LxpS lXv tSokk nkofeIL
H xk,,idpsikocw h,yk tMkoS She nosI
a,se upMes apSncSt tynsvei S,ynsi ptm Sheos v,ctSs,pt x,ioet 

thogSocw nci SyotSocw pccnSpsnkk.I
Hci xehoci ShevVShe u.ciodnSeXt vnoc g,sdet vnsdhei g,synsiI
ukeeb xkndbYnsv,sei ecg,sdestm soRet k,dbei nci seni.m v,focw oc 

MesgedS pcot,cI H vnttofe u.ciodnSe Sncb spvxkei ocS, foeym oSt dncY
c,ct nkseni. Spscocw S,ynsi ,ps g,sdetI
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Toxes tS,,i xehoci Shevm ynSdhocwI jnoSocwI
"e yntcXS rwhSocwI "e ynt keSSocw hot v,ctSest i, She y,sbI
l ws,ykeim wsoMMocw v. ty,si SowhSesI 3,S S,in.I
LWHF1L l s,nseiI
Wn— Spsceim hot soRe tkpcw ,fes hot th,pkiesI L?enhm genskett kenies4L
LKeS soi ,g ShnS Sncb1L
"e Rnthei n yoki wsocI LTh,pwhS .,pXi cefes ntbIL
Wn— Spsceim ynfocw n towcnk S,ynsi She zhnsoI H ws,pM ,g Sheos 

ynsso,st Meekei ,qm v,focw tyogSk. S,ynsi She xnSSkerekiXt toie RncbtI
The Sncb rseiV
H iengecocw GDDa tMkoS She tb.I
unci e—Mk,ieim teciocw tefesnk Aeokei ynsso,st R.ocwI The henS 

gs,v She xkntS tensei v. tbocI
a,se wpcrse snocei i,yc ,c pt gs,v She u.ciodnSeXt howhes fncY

Snwe M,ocStI
je yese ,pScpvxeseiI je yese ,pSwpcceiI
GpS ye hni t,veShocw She. ioicXSI
l S,,b n ieeM xsenShm Msettocw v. hnci S, She tnciI
Hci l dnkkeiI
H ieeM spvxke thpiiesei xecenSh ptI
The tnci thogSeiI a,feiI HctyeseiI
H insb thnMe xpstS gs,v xek,ym n unci jsnoSh Syode She to2e ,g She 

,ShestI lS pSSesei n ieeMm set,cnSocw ds.m thnbocw She ws,pci xecenSh 
ptI

The u.ciodnSe hetoSnSeiI
l dkovxei ,cS, oSt xndbm wsoMMocw She seoctm v. hensS M,pciocw kobe 

n yns ispvI
L3,y ye rwhSIL
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l bodbei g,synsim nci She xnSSke snwei ,cI
The unci jsnoSh xecenSh ve kpcwei g,synsim oSt vnttofe g,sv 

tkodocw Shs,pwh She xnSSke kobe n thni,y ,g ienShI The u.ciodnSe g,sdet 
hetoSnSeim Sheos sowoi g,svnSo,ct dspvxkocw oc She gnde ,g t,veShocw 
She. ioi c,S pciestSnciVt,veShocw She. d,pki c,S d,cSs,kI

l kencei g,synsim wsoMMocw She dsenSpseXt Shodb seoct nci wpoiocw oS 
S,ynsi She u.ciodnSeXt rstS koce ,g t,kioestI The v,vecS ye hoS Shevm 
She jsnoShXt 0nyt tcnMMei thpSm dspthocw nc ecg,sdes oc hot nsv,s nt og 
oS yese MnMesI

The setS xs,beI
udsenvt s,te nt She u.ciodnSe t,kioest Ssoei S, seSsenSm xpS She zhnso 

ietdeciei pM,c ShevI Theos unci jsnoSht xpstS gs,v She ipcetm 
kenMocw ,cS, fehodketm Sensocw Shs,pwh t,kioestm nci soMMocw Shs,pwh 
Sheos kocet yoSh Sessog.ocw Msedoto,cI

Hthnso kei She dhnswem hes tMens wk,yocw yoSh ekedSsod ecesw. nt the 
hpskei oS g,synsim ovMnkocw ,ce ,g She sevnococw upMes apSncStI lS 
d,cfpkteim oSt d.xesceSod kovxt SyoSdhocw fo,kecSk. xeg,se d,kknMtocw 
S, She ws,pciI

L3D a!CO?1L the xekk,yeiI
The ynsso,st xehoci hes nctyeseim isofocw g,synsi yoSh seceyei 

gps.I
The u.ciodnSeXt Sncbt rsei nwnocm xpS Wn— nci She Cei ",kk,y 

tpsfof,st hni nkseni. vnie Sheos v,feI !—Mk,to,ct espMSei nk,cw She 
ipcetm teciocw Rnvet nci iexsot howh ocS, She tb.I

Wn— yh,,Meim kenMocw i,yc gs,v hot Mesdh nS,M nc ,kiYy,ski 
ysedbnweI LGDDam GHG?1L

Dce ,g She Sncbt espMSeim Rnvet th,,Socw gs,v oSt fecSt nt oS 
dsnthei ocS, She tncim xpscocwI
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Hc,Shes tMpSSeseim oSt SpsseS tMoccocw yokik. xeg,se n Aeokei nsdhes 
knpcdhei nc e—Mk,tofe nss,ym hoSSocw oS t5pnse oc She dncc,cI lS ieS,Y
cnSeim Snbocw ,pS n ynfe ,g ecg,sdest xehoci oSI

l Mpthei g,synsim dpSSocw Shs,pwh nc,Shes ynfe ,g t,kioestI The 
u.ciodnSeXt kocet yese xsenbocwm xpS She. yesecXS gnkkocw xndbI

The. yese tSnkkocwI
Hci ShnSXt yhec l tny hovI
ToxesI
uSnciocw nS She xndb ,g She xnSSkerekim ynSdhocwI jnoSocwI
"ot e—Msetto,c ynt dnkvm pcseninxkem nci nt og Shot yntcXS efec n 

rwhSV0ptS nc,Shes wnve ,g tSsnSew.I
Hci Shec he c,iieiI
The ws,pci xecenSh pt th,,bI
l xnsek. hni Sove S, sendS xeg,se She ipcet e—Mk,ieiI
anttofe veSnk d,ctSspdSt s,te gs,v xecenSh She tncim nci u.cioY

dnSe Sedhc,k,w. ynt pckobe nc.Shocw ye hni efes teecI
6,psYkewwei vndhocetm MknSei oc Shodb xkndb nsv,sm Sheos x,ioet 

S,yesocw ,fes She xnSSkerekiI Theos e.et wk,yei nc eesoe xkpem nci 
k,cwYxnssekei dncc,ct Ms,Sspiei gs,v Sheos xndbtI

The u.ciodnSeXt rcnk yenM,ctI
unci uSsoiestI
H h,ssog.ocw h.xsoi ,g vndhoce nci vpSncSm ecwoceesei g,s ,ce 

MpsM,teVS, yoMe ,pS efes.Shocw oc Sheos MnShI
Dce ,g Shev v,fei pccnSpsnkk. gntSm oSt vnttofe kewt dspthocw t,kY

ioestVAeokei nci u.ciodnSe nkobeVxecenSh oSt yeowhSI lS Spscei oSt 
yenM,co2ei wn2e S,ynsi She zhnso ynsso,stm knpcdhocw n Mpkte ,g ecY
esw. ShnS tecS hnkg n i,2ec jsnoSht ocS, She nosm Sheos soiest tdsenvocw 
nt She. gekkI
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Hc,Shes kpcwei g,synsim oSt vnttofe dknyt tcnMMocw n Cnoies dkenc 
oc hnkgI

The xnSSkereki Spscei S, hekkI
l ioicXS hetoSnSeI
LTHz! T"!a NDj31L l s,nseim v. f,ode dnss.ocw ,fes She 

dhn,tI
The zhnso dhnsweim Sheos jsnoSht kenMocw ,cS, She uSsoiestm dknyocw 

nS Sheos nsv,sm Ss.ocw S, soM Shev nMnsSI GpS She vndhocet yese S,, 
tSs,cwm Sheos kovxt seocg,sdei yoSh t.ciodnSeYwsnie nkk,.tI

Wn— tkoi oc xetoie vem MncSocwI LDbn.m j"HT T"! "!EE HC! 
T"Du!4L

LToxesXt kntS Mkn.mL l wsoSSei ,pSI
LKsenSmL Wn— vpSSeseiI L?,p w,S n Mkncm ,hm genskett kenies4L
l wkncdei nS She xnSSkerekim Shec xndb nS hovI
L?enhI je xsocw Shev i,ycIL
"e s,kkei hot e.etI LDhm xsokkoncSI l cefes y,pkiXfe Sh,pwhS ,g ShnSIL
LWn—1L l tcnMMeiI L6,dptIL
"e c,iiei 5podbk.m sek,niocw hot yenM,cI LDbn.m ,bn.I ?,p w,S nc 

oienm ,s nse ye 0ptS yocwocw Shot4L
l Spscei S,ynsi Cnhov nci She ,Shes zhnso soiestI
Lje w, g,s She 0,ocStI The kewtI Gsocw Shev i,yc Moede x. MoedeI je 

ceei S, e—M,te Sheos Mok,StVog She. efec hnfe nc.IL
Cnhov c,iieiI LlXkk Snbe v. soiest nci tSsobe rstSIL
LK,,iIL
Cnhov tMpssei hot jsnoSh g,synsim hot ynsso,st g,kk,yocw dk,te 

xehociI
The zhnso yenfei xeSyeec She unci uSsoiestm ptocw Sheos tMeei nci 

nwokoS. S, tSn. 0ptS nheni ,g Sheos ienik. nSSndbtI
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Dce uSsoies Spscei thnsMk.m Ss.ocw S, dspth Shevm xpS Cnhov fnpkSY
ei gs,v hot tniikem knciocw ,c She dsenSpseXt xndbI

joSh n gesnk .ekkm he is,fe hot xkniet ocS, She e—M,tei tenvt ,g She 
nsv,sm dpSSocw ieeM ocS, She vndhoceXt occes y,sbocwtI

uMnsbt espMSeim nci She uSsoies tSnwweseiI
Hthnso g,kk,yeim isofocw hes ekedSsorei tMens ocS, She dsenSpseXt 

dhetSm teciocw n 0,kS ,g ecesw. Shs,pwh oSt t.tSevtI
lS d,cfpkteim thsoebocw oc n hnkgYvedhncodnkm hnkgYkofocw t,pci xeY

g,se d,kknMtocw ,cS, oSt bceetI
Dce i,ycI
GpS Shese yese tSokk Shsee v,seI
l wsoSSei v. SeeShI
je hni S, yoc ShotI
je hni S, eci ShotI
l Spscei S, v. jsnoShm geekocw She Mpkte ,g She ietesS xecenSh veI
lS ynt nkofeI
lS ynt ynoSocwI
l sendhei ,pSI
Hci She tncit ,xe.eiI
The s,ns ,g yns is,ycei ,pS efes.ShocwI
The tdseedh ,g veSnkm She Shpcies ,g e—Mk,to,ctm She ietMesnSe dsoet 

,g She i.ocwI
a. wsoM SowhSecei ns,pci v. ty,si nt v. unci jsnoSh tpswei 

g,synsi xecenSh vem yenfocw Shs,pwh She dnscnweI The xnSSkereki ynt 
n ten ,g rse nci xk,,im yoSh She u.ciodnSe nci sexekko,c k,dbei oc 
xspSnk d,vxnSI The tSsoiest k,,vei ,fes ptm Sheos wk,yocw xkpe e.et 
tdnccocw g,s She ce—S bokkI

Hci ShecV
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Dce ,g Shev tSspdbI
The u.ciodnSe uSsoies kpcwei g,synsim oSt sn2,sYthnsM dknyt tkodocw 

Shs,pwh She nos kobe n ienSh tecSecdeI
lS dnpwhS n unci jsnoSh voiYkenMI
The zhnso ynsso,s nS,M oS xnsek. hni Sove S, tdsenv xeg,se She 

uSsoiesXt dknyt S,se Shs,pwh She jsnoShXt toiem soMMocw oS ,Mec oc 
,ce h,ssord v,fevecSI The xentS h,ykeim Shsnthocw oc nw,c. nt oSt 
kogexk,,i tMokkei ,cS, She tnciI

lSt soies ynt Shs,yc fo,kecSk.m knciocw yoSh n todbecocw dsndb xeg,se 
She uSsoiesXt vnttofe g,,S dspthei hov yhese he kn.I

l gekS She ovMndS oc v. x,cetI
l xnsei v. SeeShm snwe dpskocw Shs,pwh ve kobe yokirseI
LGCl3K lT NDj31L l s,nseiI
The zhnso sendSei octSncSk.I Hthnso Rpcw hestekg ,cS, She uSsoiesXt 

kewm Mkpcwocw hes Syoc inwwest ocS, She tenvt ,g oSt MknSocwI uMnsbt 
espMSei nt the soMMei nS oSt yosocwm tefesocw She vedhncodnk Seci,ct 
ShnS beMS oS pMsowhSI

Cnhov fnpkSei ,q hot jsnoShm knciocw ,c She uSsoiesXt xndbm hot 
xknie tknthocw Shs,pwh e—M,tei dnxketI

The vndhoce keS ,pS n vedhncodnk thsoebm oSt kewt xpdbkocwm oSt 
v,fevecSt 0esb. nci pcd,cSs,kkeiI

L3Dj1L
Wn—m tSokk Mesdhei ,c She ysedbnwe ,g nc ,fesSpscei SsnctM,sSm rsei 

n s,dbeS tSsnowhS ocS, oSt d,seI
The e—Mk,to,c s,dbei She xnSSkerekiI
The uSsoies d,kknMteim dsnthocw ocS, She tnci oc n henM ,g SyotSei 

veSnk nci e—M,tei RethI
H fodS,s.I
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GpS ,ck. g,s n v,vecSI
Gednpte Shec l hensi oSI
H t,pci ShnS dpS Shs,pwh She dhn,t kobe n ienSh xekkI
H h,ykI
Thec nc,ShesI
Hci nc,ShesI
l Spsceim v. tS,vndh SyotSocwI
3,I 3,m c,m c,I
The h,so2,c x,okei yoSh v,fevecSI
6owpset spthei S,ynsi ptm Sheos g,svt votthnMec nci ws,Set5peI
"pciseit ,g ShevI
The 6esnkbociI
The xnSSkereki Spscei S, vnicettI
The.  tynsvei  oc  kobe  k,dptStm  Sensocw  ocS,  nc.Shocw  ShnS 

v,feiVt.ciodnSe ecg,sdest ,s sexek ynsso,stI lS ioicXS vnSSesI
The. yese xe.,ci sent,cm xe.,ci k,.nkS.m xe.,ci d,cSs,kI
Dce ,g Shev kenMei ,cS, n u.ciodnSe t,kioesm oSt dknyei hncit 

soMMocw Shs,pwh hot nsv,s kobe yeS MnMesI
Hc,Shes knSdhei ,cS, n Aeokei ynsso,sm Sensocw hes Shs,nS ,pS oc n 

tocwke tnfnwe xoSeI
H Cnoies tdsenvei nt he ynt isnwwei xecenSh She h,siem iotnMY

Mensocw xecenSh n Moke ,g ysoShocwm vpSnSei RethI
The uSsoiest gnkSeseim d,cgpteiI
!fec ToxesXt g,sdet hetoSnSeim senko2ocw She. hni c, d,cSs,k ,fes 

ShotI
L"DEN T"! El3!1L l xekk,yeim tknthocw v. ty,si Shs,pwh She 

censetS 6esnkbociI lSt Reth tMkoS ,Mecm xkndbecei xk,,i tMsn.ocw nds,tt 
v. nsv,sI
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Wn— tSpvxkei xndb xetoie vem hot wpc thnbocw oc hot hncitI LDbn.m 
l ioi 3DT towc pM g,s Shot1L

3on nci uoeccn g,pwhS xndbYS,Yxndbm xnsek. beeMocw She 6esnkboci 
gs,v ,fesyhekvocw ShevI

C,cnc hni Snbec n xk,y S, She soxtm xk,,i spccocw i,yc hot toiem 
xpS he tSokk is,fe hot xknie ocS, ,ce ,g She dsenSpsetm tcnskocw Shs,pwh 
She MnocI

Hson tSn.ei xetoie vem rsocw efes. kntS nss,y the hni pcSok the ynt 
,pSI

O,sfoc ynt c,yhese oc towhSI
l yhoskeim tensdhocw g,s hovI
LO,sfoc1L l dnkkeiI
H xkps ,g v,So,cV
H 6esnkboci kpcwei nS veI
l xnsek. hni Sove S, sendS xeg,se oSt SeeSh dknvMei i,yc ,c v. 

th,pkiesm Sensocw Shs,pwh gnxsod nci RethI
'noc Rnsei yhoSeYh,SI
l s,nseim isofocw v. xknie pMynsim tSsnowhS Shs,pwh She dsenSpseXt 

0nyI lS d,cfpkteim wpswkocw xeg,se l bodbei oS ,q veI
a,se yese d,vocwI
l d,pki xnsek. Sekk yh, ynt rwhSocw yh, nc.v,seI
The sexekko,cI The u.ciodnSeI The 6esnkbociI
!fes.Shocw ynt xsenbocw nMnsSI
l d,pki hens Toxes knpwhocwm ynSdhocw gs,v She tngeS. ,g She ynkktI
"e hni e—MedSei ShotI
"e hni Mknccei ShotI
"e hni teS pt nwnoctS endh ,Shesm bc,yocw She 6esnkboci y,pki 

d,veI
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l wsoSSei v. SeeShm ysecdhocw v. ty,si gsee gs,v nc,Shes gnkkec 
ecev.I

l hni S, eci ShotI
3,yI
l Spscei v. wn2e S,ynsi She g,sSsett ynkktI
The dnMoSnk tS,,i pcS,pdheim Ms,SedSei xehoci oSt wnSetI
GpS c,S g,s k,cwI
l yntcXS i,ceI
3,S .eSI
Lupctd,sdheimL Cnhov dnkkei ,pS S, veI LjeXkk h,ki Shev xndbI 

6ocoth ShotIL
L6DCa J'1L l th,pSeim soiocw g,synsim dpSSocw n MnSh Shs,pwh She 

dhn,tI
The xnSSke yntcXS ,fesI
3,S pcSok Toxes ynt ieniI
Hci l ynt w,ocw S, vnbe invc tpse he bcey oSI
The xnSSke ynt dhn,tm xpS Shs,pwh She tS,sv ,g xk,,i nci rsem l 

hni ,ce w,nkI
ToxesI
"e ynt tSokk ,pS SheseI jnSdhocwI jnoSocwI
Hci l ynt w,ocw S, dpS Shs,pwh nc.Shocw oc v. yn. S, weS S, hovI
Wn—m 3onm Hsonm C,cncm O,sfocm nci uoeccn v,fei yoSh vem dpSSocw 

Shs,pwh u.ciodnSe ecg,sdest nci 6esnkboci nkobeI The kocet xeSyeec 
gsoeci nci g,e hni thnSSeseim She xnSSkereki c,y n knykett tS,sv ,g 
ienShI

l xk,dbei nc ocd,vocw xkniem tMoccocw S, isofe v. ty,si Shs,pwh 
n u.ciodnSe t,kioesXt soxtI The vnc wntMeim xk,,i tMokkocw gs,v hot 
v,pSh nt he d,kknMteiI
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l beMS v,focwI
The u.ciodnSeXt ,pSes iegectet yese xsenbocwI The doS. k,,vei 

nhenim u,knsot 'soveXt ynkkt S,yesocw ,fes She xnSSkereki kobe n v,cpY
vecS S, ,MMsetto,cI

je yese dk,teI
T,, dk,teI
Gednpte Shecm She ensSh SsevxkeiI
H ieeM s,ns tMkoS She xnSSkereki nMnsSI
Hci gs,v xehoci She u.ciodnSe kocetm n vnttofe thnMe evesweiI
H yns xentSI
3,I
3,S 0ptS nc. yns xentSI
a. tSeMt gnkSeseiI
lS v,fei ioqesecSk. Shnc She ,ShestVv,se d,cSs,kkeim v,se MseY

doteI lSt feoct Mpktei n todbk. wseecm oSt Reth tSseSdhei nci ynsMei 
xe.,ci sed,wcoSo,cm xpS l bceyI

l bceyI
a. v,ShesI
a. hensS tknvvei nwnoctS v. soxt nt l tSnsei nS She dsenSpse ShnS 

hni ,cde xeec !s.nI
"es nsvt yese S,, k,cwI "es dknyt dpsfei kobe td.ShetI "es gnde ynt 

xnsek. hpvnc nc.v,sem SyotSei ocS, t,veShocw v,ctSs,ptm xpS hes 
e.etV

"es e.et yese tSokk SheseI
H Rodbes ,g sed,wcoSo,cI
H v,vecSI
l tSeMMei g,synsim v. Shs,nS is.m v. ty,si henf. v. hnciI
uhe gs,2eI

99B



GCH3ND3 CD"CGHJK"

The xnSSkereki xkpssei nyn.I
3,Shocw ekte e—otSeiI
WptS hesI
WptS veI
H snwwei xsenSh S,se gs,v v. dhetSI LlSXt veI lSXt znekIL
uhe SyoSdheim hes vnttofe gsnvethogSocwI
H k,y tcnsk spvxkei gs,v hes Shs,nSI
Gehoci vem Wn— hotteim Lznekm ye ceei S, w,I 3,yIL
GpS l d,pkicXS v,feI
l d,pkicXS xsenSheI
Thot ynt yhnS She. hni i,ce S, hesI
Thot ynt yhnS She u.ciodnSe hni Spscei hes ocS,I
L?,p i,cXS hnfe S, rwhSIL a. f,ode dsndbeiI L'kenteI l bc,y .,pXse 

tSokk oc SheseI l bc,y .,p dnc hens veIL
6,s n v,vecSV
6,s ,ce nw,co2ocw ted,ciV
uhe hetoSnSeiI
"es dknyei rcwest dpskeiI
H RodbesI
H thsei ,g t,veShocw xpsoei ieeM xecenSh She vpSnSo,cm xecenSh 

She h,ss,sI
ThecV
ToxesXt f,ode sncw ,pSI
L!ci hovIL
!s.nXt x,i. d,cfpkteiI
Hci Shec the kpcweiI
6ntSes Shnc l d,pki sendSI
6ntSes Shnc l d,pki tS,M hesI
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"es dknyt tknthei S,ynsi v. Shs,nSV
Hci l xnsek. vncnwei S, snote v. ty,si oc SoveI
uSeek dknthei nwnoctS x,ceI
Hci She yns xeSyeec pt xewncI
"es dknyt tknvvei ocS, v. ty,sim censk. bc,dbocw ve ,q v. geeSI 

uMnsbt Rey nt tSeek veS x,cem She ovMndS snSSkocw Shs,pwh v. ecSose 
x,i.I

l xnsek. hni Sove S, sendS xeg,se the knthei ,pS nwnocI
l SyotSeim i,iwocw x. ocdhet nt hes dknyt soMMei Shs,pwh She nos 

yhese v. heni hni xeecI The thees M,yes xehoci hes tSsobet ynt 
ochpvncVxednpte the yntcXS hpvnc nc.v,seI

uhe ynt n yns xentSI H yenM,cI
uhe ynt u.ciodnSeXt wsenSetS e—MesovecSI
GpS the ynt nkt, v. v,ShesI
L!s.n1 uS,M1L zoesncXt f,ode s,nsei gs,v t,veyhese oc She dhn,tI
GpS the ioicXS tS,MI
NoicXS hetoSnSeI
Gednpte Toxes hni wofec She ,siesI
Hci yhnSefes ynt kegS ,g v. v,Shes ynt is,ycocw xecenSh She 

v,ctSes She. hni vnie hes ocS,I
uhe kpcwei nwnocm hes vnttofem vpSnSei g,sv v,focw S,, gntS g,s 

t,veShocw hes to2eI l xnsek. vncnwei S, toietSeM nt the dsnthei ocS, 
She ws,pcim teciocw tnci nci xk,,i R.ocw ocS, She nosI

uhe dnve nS ve nwnocI
Hci Shot Sovem l yntcXS gntS ec,pwhI
"es dknyt snbei nds,tt v. dhetSI
jhoSeYh,S Mnoc e—Mk,iei Shs,pwh veI
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l tSpvxkei xndbm wntMocwm She y,ski tMoccocw nt xk,,i isoMMei ,cS, 
She tnciI

l k,,bei i,ycI
6,ps ieeM wnthet S,se Shs,pwh v. nsv,sm Shs,pwh v. tbocm tensocw 

Mnoc xpscocw ocS, v. soxtI
uhe hni censk. wpSSei veI
l gekk S, ,ce bceem v. xsenSh thpiiesocwI
Lznek1L HsonXt f,ode ynt thnsM yoSh MncodI
GpS l ioicXS k,,b nyn.I
l d,pkicXSI
Gednpte the ynt tSokk Shesem k,,vocw nx,fe vem dhetS henfocwm e.et 

yokiI
l g,sdei v.tekg S, v. geeSm ty,si Ssevxkocw oc v. wsoMI
La,ShesmL l yhotMeseiI
uhe gs,2eI
ToxesXt f,ode dpS Shs,pwh She xnSSkerekim thnsM nci dspekI
Lzokk hovIL
"es x,i. d,cfpkteiI
uhe keS ,pS n v,ctSs,pt thsoebI
Hci nkk hetoSnSo,c fncotheiI
uhe kpcwei nwnocI
Thot Sovem l ioicXS v,fe gntS ec,pwhI
"es dknyt tknvvei ocS, v. toiem kogSocw ve ,q She ws,pciI
l gekS t,veShocw dsndbI
Thec l hoS She ensSh hnsiI
The ovMndS bc,dbei She xsenSh gs,v v. kpcwtm v. foto,c xkpssocw 

gs,v MnocI
l hensi th,pSocwI
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uy,sit dknthocwI
The xnSSke snwei ns,pci vem xpS nkk l d,pki tee ynt hesVS,yesocw 

,fes vem hes thni,y tynkk,yocw efes.ShocwI
uhe snotei hes dknytI
uhe ynt w,ocw S, eci ShotI
!ci veI
l Ssoei S, v,feI
Tsoei S, rwhSI
GpS l ynt S,, tk,yI
T,, yenbI
ThecV
H xkps ,g v,fevecSI
H rwpse tknvvei ocS, hes gs,v She toiem bc,dbocw hes ,q d,psteI
l hensi tcnskocwm tSspwwkocwm nci She dsnth ,g x,ioet d,kkoiocwI
l xkocbei Shs,pwh She hn2e ,g Mnocm Ss.ocw S, g,dptI
Hci ShecV
l tny hovI
zoesncI
"e ynt tSnciocw xeSyeec ptm hot xknie snoteim hot dhetS henfocwI
"e hni tnfei veI
L!s.nmL zoesnc tnoim hot f,ode k,ym dnsegpkI GewwocwI Ll bc,y .,pXse 

tSokk oc SheseI l bc,y .,p dnc hens veIL
uhe tSnwweseim dknyt Re—ocwm x,i. thpiiesocwI
6,s ,ce ted,ciV0ptS ,ceVhes xsenSh hoSdheiI
Eobe the bcey ShnS cnveI
Eobe the bcey hovI
L'kentemL zoesnc yhotMeseiI LO,ve xndb S, ptIL
"es e.et RodbeseiI
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"es hncit SsevxkeiI
ThecV
"es heni tcnMMei S,ynsi ToxesI
The iodSnS,s tS,,i ,c She soiwe nx,fe ptm ynSdhocw yoSh x,sei 

nvptevecSI
Hci ShecV
"e Msettei t,veShocw oc hot hncitI
H tvnkk iefodeI
Hci yhnSefes ynt kegS ,g v. v,Shes thnSSeseiI
uhe tdsenveiI
H h,ssoxkem xs,bec t,pciI
Thec the Spscei xndb S, veI
Hci Shot SoveV
These ynt c,Shocw kegSI
3, hetoSnSo,cI
3, vesd.I
3, v,ShesI
WptS n v,ctSesI
uhe dhnsweiI
Hci l bceyV
These ynt ,ck. ,ce yn. S, tS,M ShotI
These ynt ,ck. ,ce yn. S, gsee hesI
l dkecdhei v. xk,,ioei ty,siI
Hci Shot SoveV
l snc tSsnowhS nS hesI
l dhnsweim ty,si snoteim gps. nci t,ss,y ynssocw oc v. dhetSI The 

yoci h,ykei ns,pci vem dnss.ocw She tdecS ,g xk,,i nci rseI
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!s.nVc,m She Shocw She. hni Spscei hes ocS,VveS ve heniY,cm 
hes vnttofe g,sv xnssekocw S,ynsi ve kobe n xentS ,g ynsI "es dknyt 
wkenveim tSnocei yoSh v. xk,,im nci hes SyotSeim v,ctSs,pt gsnve 
v,fei pccnSpsnkk. gntSI

l xnsek. hni Sove S, sendSI
uhe tyoMei nS vem hes dknyt soMMocw Shs,pwh She nosm nci l ipdbei 

0ptS oc SoveI The yoci gs,v She tSsobe censk. bc,dbei ve ,q xnkncdem 
She sny M,yes xehoci oS ec,pwh S, dspth x,ceI

l s,kkeim v. x,i. tdsenvocw oc Ms,SetSm nci dnve pM tyocwocwI
LlXv t,ss.IL
l is,fe She xknie ocS, hes dhetSI
NeeMI
CowhS Shs,pwh She tdnsseim Mpktocw d,se ,g hes vpSnSei x,i.I
"es tdsenv Moesdei She nosm hes ecSose gsnve teo2ocw nt og nc ekedSsod 

th,db hni soMMei Shs,pwh hesI
zoesnc gekk gs,v hes wsntMm hoSSocw She tnci yoSh n wspcSI
!s.n tSnwweseiI
"es xsenSh hoSdheiI
Hci g,s She rstS SoveVhes e.et dkenseiI
The. veS voceI
Hci l tny hesI
a. v,ShesI
"es koMt MnsSeim nci g,s She xsoegetS v,vecSm l Sh,pwhS the vowhS 

tMenbI
aowhS Sekk ve ShnS the ynt t,ss.I
ThnS the ynt Ms,piI
ThnS the k,fei veI
GpS c,Shocw dnveI
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uhe gekkI
"nsiI
The ws,pci Ssevxkei xecenSh hes yeowhS nt the d,kknMteim hes 

vnttofe g,sv tkpvMocw ocS, She tnciI
l tSpvxkeim She ty,si tSokk xpsoei oc hes dhetSm hncit thnbocw fo,Y

kecSk.I
uhe wntMeim hes v,ctSs,pt x,i. thpiiesocwm nci ShecV
"es xsenSh tSokkeiI
The xnSSkereki yecS tokecSI
The rwhSocw snwei oc She iotSncdem xpS g,s Shot v,vecSm efes.Shocw 

ekte gnieiI
l is,MMei S, v. bceet xetoie hesm v. hensS hnvvesocw oc v. dhetSI
La,Shes4L
uhe ioicXS v,feI
NoicXS tMenbI
l tpdbei oc n snwwei xsenShm v. foto,c xkpssocwI
uhe ynt w,ceI
H dh,bei t,pci kegS v. Shs,nSI
l hni k,tS hesI
3,S S, SoveI
3,S S, gnSeI
GpS S, ToxesI
T, She v,ctSest ShnS hni SyotSei hes ocS, t,veShocw pcsed,wco2Y

nxkeI
H thni,y k,,vei ,fes veI
l k,,bei pMI
zoesnc tS,,i Shesem hot e—Msetto,c pcseninxkem hot xsenShocw snwweiI
"e ioicXS tn. nc.ShocwI
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GpS oc hot e.etm l tny She tnve snwem She tnve k,ttm She tnve Mnoc 
xpscocw octoie veI

Thecm rcnkk.V
"e sendhei i,ycm wsoMMocw v. nsvm Mpkkocw ve S, v. geeSI
l dkecdhei v. rtStm She wsoeg SyotSocw octoie vem gpekocw veI
Toxes Sh,pwhS he hni xs,bec veI
ThnS Snbocw v. gnShesm v. v,Shesm Nnsotm nci efes.Shocw l hni kegS 

y,pki eci veI
GpS he hni vnie n votSnbeI
"e keS ve etdnMe u,knsot 'soveI
l Spsceim k,,bocw xndb S,ynsi She xnSSkerekim S,ynsi She vnc 

tSnciocw ,c She soiwem tSokk ynSdhocwm tvosbocwm xekoefocw he hni nkY
seni. y,cI

"e hnicXSI
3,S .eSI
l yoMei She xk,,i gs,v v. xknieI
Hci l tSnsSei ynkbocwI
uSsnowhS S,ynsi ToxesI
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CHAPTER 
TWENTY TWO

BENEATH THE BURNING 
VEIL

T he battle was over, but the scars it left would never fade.

The air was thick with smoke, the scent of blood, yre, and 
decag han-in- over the battleyeld like a shroud. The oncepSroud walls 
of Polaris …rime stood tall behind us, untouched bg war, but outside 
its -atesB the world had chan-ed.

Vodies littered the sands. Eeiled warriors, xHiles, Kollow survivors, 
Rhari riders, Waiders, and Pgndicate enforcers alike lag amon- the 
wrecka-e, their lifeless forms a -rim reminder of the cost we had Said. 
The oncep-lorious Pand Araiths, creatures of le-end, were now rep
duced to broken corSses, their massive bodies twisted and unmovin-.

Ind get, we had won.
The Pgndicate forces broke. The survivors turned and ran, their 

oncepunshakable order crumblin- into chaos. Theg had fou-ht for 
Sower, for control, for dominion over Fnferna.

Ae had fou-ht for somethin- -reater.
3or freedom.

40N



VxUxITK TKx VGWUFUL ExFO

3or life.
3or the future.
F stood there, -riSSin- mg sword, mg arms shakin- from eHhausp

tion. xverg muscle in mg bodg screamed in Srotest, mg wounds burnp
in-, mg mind fo--ed with fati-ue. F had no idea how F was still standp
in-.

Vut F keSt movin-.
—ne steS after another.
Ihead of me, Tiber stumbled throu-h the retreatin- soldiers, his 

oncepSroud form now bloodied and limSin-. Kis cloak was torn, his 
face twisted in Sain. Ke turned to zee1

In arrow zew throu-h the air, strikin- him in the le-.
Tiber let out a choked crg, fallin- to one knee.
F -lanced back. Iria stood behind me, her bow still raised, her eges 

burnin- with ven-eance. Ker breath was ra--ed, her bodg battered 
and bruised, but her aim was true.

Uearbg, Earik attemSted to retreat, clutchin- at the tubes connectp
ed to his life suSSort, his chest risin- and fallin- in labored, wheeDin- 
breaths.

Ke turned his cold, calculatin- eges, lockin- onto me.
Then1
I knife sSun throu-h the air, embeddin- itself deeS into his 

breathin- tubes.
Earik sta--ered, clawin- at the ruined device. Kis eges bul-ed, his 

bodg convulsin- as he -asSed for air that would never come.
F saw Uia standin- behind me, her arm still eHtended from the 

throw.

40"



VWIUM—U W—KWVIGLK

Phe watched Earik collaSse, his bodg twitchin- violentlg before 
-oin- still, his eges froDen in shock.

JThat was for Larren,J she muttered, turnin- back toward me.
Cg breath hitched.
Plowlg,  we moved forward to-ether1?aH,  Uia,  Pienna,  Iria, 

jorvin, Wonan, Wahim, and Rieran1all of us bloodied and woundp
ed, but none stoSSed.

The battle mag have been over, but one last y-ht remained.
Tiber knelt before us, -asSin- throu-h the Sain, clutchin- his 

wounded le-.
Ke looked uS as F aSSroached, his face contorted in a-ong1but 

still ylled with hatred.
F -riSSed mg sword ti-htlg.
xverg memorg zashed before me1
The ni-ht theg took mg father from me.
The moment F was thrown into eHile.
The lies, the betragals, the endless blood sSilled in his name.
xvergthin- had led me here.
F stood over him, starin- into the eges of the man who had taken 

evergthin- from me.
JAhg did gou kill mg father2J F asked, mg voice barelg above a 

whisSer.
Tiber -ritted his teeth, his bloodied yn-ers ti-htenin- around his 

wound.
JKe was weak,J he sSat, his voice raw. JToo weak to do what needed 

to be done. The Kaven Uetwork needed to eHSand and evolve. Ke 
wanted to slow thin-s down, to limit Sro-ress. Ke clun- to foolish 
ideals1'ust like gou.J
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F clenched mg 'aw.
JMid he tell gou2J F asked.
Tiber’s brows furrowed. JRnow what2J
JIbout the Punscorched SroShecg.J
Tiber blinked. Then, for the yrst time, he hesitated.
JUo.J
The others looked at me in confusion.
Uone of them had heard of it1not ?aH, Uia, or even Iria. —nlg 

Wahim remained still, his eHSression -rim.
JRael,J Rieran’s voice broke throu-h the silence, his ysts tremblin- 

at his sides. JKe killed Maris. 3inish him.J
?aH steSSed forward, his knuckles bloodied. Jxnd this, Rael.J
Wonan, his breathin- labored, nodded. JUo second chances. Uot 

for him.J
Iria’s -reen eges burned with furg, her bodg tense with ra-e. JKe 

murdered mg father. Ke destroged mg home. Rill him.J
Uia swallowed hard, her voice cold. JKe turned gour mother into a 

monster. Ke doesn’t deserve mercg.J
The voices swirled around me.
The ra-e, the Sain, the ven-eance that demanded 'ustice.
Ind getB
F stared at Tiber, the man who had sSent his life crushin- others 

under his heel, believin- himself untouchable, unbreakable.
Ke looked so small now.
Po fra-ile.
PoB weak.
F took a steS back.
JMeath is too easg for gou,J F said.
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The others froDe.
Rieran’s head snaSSed toward me, disbelief zashin- in his eges. 

JAhat2J
F turned to face them, mg voice steadg.
JAe will save Fnferna,J F said. JInd he is -oin- to watch.J
Tiber’s eHSression darkened, realiDation sinkin- in.
F continued, JKe will watch from a cell while the world chan-es 

around him. Ke will watch the Pgndicate crumble, watch Fnferna heal, 
and rot knowin- he failed.J

?aH sco!ed. JRael, he doesn’t deserve to live.J
F met his -aDe.
JF know,J F said. JVut F won’t let him escaSe into death. Uot after 

evergthin- he’s done.J
Uia’s 'aw ti-htened.
Rieran’s ysts trembled at his sides, but he said nothin-.
Iria’s liSs Sarted as if to ar-ue, but thenB she saw it.
The certaintg in mg eges.
The absolute resolve.
Phe swallowed, then slowlg lowered her bow.
—ne bg one, the others followed.
F turned back to Tiber.
Ke -lared at me, hatred burnin- in his eges1but beneath it, F saw 

it.
3ear.
JTake him,J F commanded.
Wahim and Rieran -rabbed him, dra--in- him to his feet.
Tiber thrashed, but he was Sowerless now.
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F steSSed closer, leanin- in, mg voice low enou-h for onlg him to 
hear.

J5ou lose.J
Tiber let out a choked, bitter lau-h, but nothin- was victorious.
JThegQll come for gou,J he rasSed. JMo gou reallg think the Pgndip

cate are the onlg ones out there2 Ke continued to lau-h uncontrolp
lablg as theg carried him awag.

The battle was over.
Ae had won.

The battleyeld had fallen silent.
The last of the Pgndicate forces knelt before me, their weaSons 

discarded, their heads bowed in surrender. The -olden emblem of 
the Kaven Uetwork, once worn with Sride on their armor, was now 
stained with blood and defeat.

Rieran, his face still streaked with sweat and dirt, steSSed forward. 
Ke looked across the scattered remains of what was once Fnferna’s 
most Sowerful armg and then turned his -aDe to the towerin- Mome 
of Polaris …rime, untouched bg the war that had ra-ed at its -ates.

Aith a boomin- voice, he declared, J…eoSle of Polaris …rime6 5our 
false kin- is defeated6J

I hush sSread throu-h the crowd of onlookers, the citiDens of 
Polaris …rime who had watched the battle unfold from behind their 
Sristine walls. Theg had remained silent, hidden, waitin- to see who 
would be left standin-.
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Rieran turned to me, his voice carrgin- the wei-ht of historg. JThe 
ri-htful heir to the throne stands before gou. Rael Polargn1son of 
Ilric Polargn1is gour true kin-.J

I murmur ran throu-h the crowd. The SeoSle hesitated. Pome of 
them, F knew, had been logal to the Pgndicate for gears, bound to its 
Sower. Vut othersB others had su!ered under its rule. —thers had lost 
evergthin-.

Plowlg1one bg one1the civilians of Polaris …rime be-an to kneel.
F swallowed, feelin- the wei-ht of their trust settle on mg shoulders. 

F hadn’t fou-ht for a throne. F hadn’t fou-ht for a crown. Vut theg 
weren’t kneelin- for a ruler. Theg were kneelin- for hoSe.

?aH claSSed a hand on mg shoulder. JMamn. Aould gou look at 
that2 Rin- Rael.J

F shook mg head. JUot a kin-.J
Uia smirked. JThen what are gou2J
F didn’t answer because F wasn’t sure get.
Ae sSread out, searchin- for survivors, killin- ang remainin- 3erp

alkind that still roamed throu-h the wrecka-e, and cleanin- uS the 
devastation of the battle.

That’s when F saw her.
I y-ure in dark robes, sliSSin- throu-h the chaos, head down, 

trgin- to disaSSear into the shiftin- crowd.
Vut F knew that Sosture. That walk. That deceStion.
Cg heart slammed a-ainst mg ribs.
“ueen Ogra.
Phe was escaSin-, alon- with her two sons, Tarin and xdric.
F steSSed forward, mg voice carrgin- across the broken streets. 

JPtoS them.J
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Luards rushed forward, weaSons drawn, cuttin- o! their Sath. 
The 7ueen froDe, her head snaSSin- uS, eges wide with furg.

Ker sons tried to y-ht back1Tarin reached for a blade1but Wop
nan struck him across the face with the hilt of his sword, sendin- him 
sSrawlin- into the dirt.

Ogra lifted her chin, her eges lockin- onto me with Sure venom. 
J5ou’ve alreadg won, Rael. Cust gou humiliate us further2J

F steSSed closer, mg voice cold. JMid gou think F would 'ust let gou 
walk awag2J

J5ou think gou’re better than me2J Ogra hissed. JThan us2J
F shook mg head. JUo. F think F still have work to do.J
F looked to the remainin- Eeiled warriors. JThrow them in the cells 

neHt to Tiber.J
Ogra sco!ed but said nothin- as her arms were bound in chains, her 

sons dra--ed alon-side her.
Theg would watch, 'ust as Tiber would.
Theg would see Fnferna chan-e1and know that theg had failed to 

stoS it.
Is the dust be-an to settle, F felt eges on me.
F turned.
Ishari stood a few feet awag, her blue and -old robes shiftin- in the 

wind, her dark eges unreadable.
Phe walked toward me, slow and SurSoseful.
JKistorg has a wag of reSeatin- itself.J
JThank gou for helSin- us.J
8—f course,9 she said. 8…erhaSs onepdag Fnferna will call on its 

Punscorched once more.9
8The SroShecg isnQt fulylled29
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F turned to ask her more1
Vut she was alreadg -one.
The Rhari warriors had disaSSeared, their Araiths alreadg sinkin- 

into the endless dunes, returnin- to the sands that had birthed them.
8Ahat was that about29 Iria asked, aSSroachin-.
8F donQt know get.9
Aithout warnin-, she -rabbed me and kissed me for what felt like 

an eternitg.
8Ae did it,9 she said, lettin- -o of mg liSs.
F smiled for the yrst time in so lon-.
8Let a room, gou two,9 ?aH said.
8FQm so haSSg for us,9 Uia added. 
8Ae did it,9 F a-reed.

The Varrens stretched out before us, endless and scorched, get 7uieter 
than theg had ever been. Uo more war drums. Uo more screams. Uo 
more machines drillin- into the heart of Fnferna. ?ust wind, shiftin- 
sand, and the yrst hints of Seace.

Two weeks had Sassed since the battle since we had done the imp
Sossible.

F sat on a boulder 'ust outside of Polaris …rime, the oncepSristine 
walls of the caSital now smeared with smoke and ash from a war that 
had rewritten the future. The citg, untouched durin- the battle, was 
no lon-er the same. The SeoSle inside had been forced to see the truth.
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Iria, ?aH, and Uia sat beside me, all starin- at the horiDon where the 
sun diSSed low, bleedin- its -olden li-ht across the dunes.

The wei-ht of evergthin- we had endured still clun- to us. The 
scars, the memories, the losses. Vut for the yrst time, we werenQt runp
nin-.

Ae werenQt survivin-.
Ae were simSlgB here.
?aH eHhaled slowlg, runnin- a hand throu-h his dirtg, sweatpmatp

ted hair. 8Po, this is what winnin- feels like29 he muttered. 8Rinda 
thou-ht thereQd be more booDe involved.9

Uia rolled her eges, stretchin- her le- carefullg. Phe was still recovp
erin- from her wounds, but she wouldnQt admit how much it hurt. 
85ou had Slentg of booDe, ?aH. F saw gou nearlg fall o! a rooftoS three 
ni-hts a-o.9

?aH -rinned. 8—h, ri-ht. That was fun.9
Iria sat 7uietlg, her arms wraSSed around her knees, starin- at the 

desert like she was waitin- for it to shift, chan-e, and reveal somethin- 
she hadnQt seen get.

8xvergthin-Qs di!erent now,9 she murmured.
Phe wasnQt wron-.
Polaris …rime had chan-ed. The drillin- had stoSSed. The eHSerip

ments were over. Aalls no lon-er seSarated the eHiles and the civilians, 
and theg were no lon-er y-htin- over scraSs.

Vut it wasnQt 'ust the citg that had chan-ed. Ft was all of Fnferna.
The Eeiled, the xHiles,  the Wed Kollow rebels,  and even the 

Waiders1those who remained1had banded to-ether, knowin- that 
for the yrst time, theg had a real chance at somethin- better.

F had made mg choice.
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F had declined the throne.
Fnstead, F had formed a council1leaders from everg faction, inp

cludin- Rieran, jorvin, and a few remainin- members of the old 
council who could be trusted. Uo sin-le ruler would ever hold the fate 
of Fnferna in their hands a-ain.

…ower was no lon-er a weaSon. Ft was a resSonsibilitg.
Ae had done what we set out to do.
8Po, what now29 Iria asked.
8Uo more adventures, Slease,9 ?aH be--ed.
8F donQt think F can take bein- shot at angmore,9 Uia Sleaded.
8Ae wait,9 F said. 8Gntil Fnferna needs its band of misyts to save it 

a-ain.9
F turned mg -aDe back to the Varrens, watchin- the horiDon -low 

beneath the settin- sun.
The desert stretched on forever.
F used to think it was emStg.
F used to think F was alone.
Vut now, F knew better.
3or the yrst time in mg life, F had trulg discovered where F belon-ed 

and what was beneath the burning veil.
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