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CHAPTER ONE 

"People	who	chase	magic	ought	to	be	hung,"	he	says.	

She	stands	on	the	Crags	of	Haverly.	Huge,	jagged	knuckles	of	rock,	lumped	

along	the	edge	of	the	dark	Ocean	Infinite.	Her	naked	feet	planted	between	one	rock	

and	another,	each	of	them	split	apart	by	centuries	of	frigid,	wet	spray.	All	of	it	now	

soaked	inside	her	long,	silken	dress.	A	high	collar,	long	sleeves,	everything	cinched	

just	so.	Behind	her,	the	train	of	her	expensive	dress	whips	in	the	wind	like	the	flags	

of	her	bannermen.	Snapping	for	respect.	Demanding	it.	

She	considers	her	Uncle	Kevan	and	his	words	with	a	stiff	frown.	Her	

eyebrows	are	like	crazed	strokes	of	paint,	her	every	emotion	a	scream	since	she	cut	

her	hair	down	to	the	scalp	this	very	same	morning.	It	was	a	gift	unto	herself	on	her	

sixteenth	year	of	life,	a	style	she	thought	suited	to	the	crooked	crown	they'd	place	

upon	her	head	that	night.	She'd	made	the	cut	before	her	handmaids	had	paid	her	

call,	before	they	could	advise	her	against	her	wildfire	tendencies.	Like	always.	Like	

forever.		

People	who	chase	magic	ought	to	be	hung.	

"You	would	dare	harm	your	queen?"	she	counters.	

Uncle	Kevan	looks	back	at	her,	eyes	sunk	in	shadows	behind	his	battered,	

bronze	helm.	His	title	-	Uncle	-	is	not	one	bound	by	blood;	it	is	a	hard-won	affection,	

bound	by	bruises	and	rough	banter.	Still,	it’s	as	close	as	she's	known	to	love.	"Well,"	

he	says.	"I	don't	dare	leave	an	idiot	like	you	alive,	Your	Majesty."	He	is	in	full	armor.	

His	armor.	Captain	of	Rebekkah's	Royal	Guard	and	laden	with	enough	gold	to	buy	

plates	and	mail	for	every	turn	of	the	weather	and	still,	he	insists	on	his	armor.	Thick	



with	the	stink	of	cheese,	curdled	in	a	way	that	only	man	can,	and	every	nook	and	

notch	of	it	stained	with	the	crust	of	dried,	dark	blood.	There	had	not	been	a	clang	of	

violence	since	they	toppled	the	Ice	King	and	took	Castle	Anvil	as	Rebekkah's	own,	

but	still.	There	was	Uncle	Kevan,	dressed	in	his	masculine	best.	"Pull	your	iron,	

Rebekkah."	

Her	next	move	is	a	subtle	one,	quiet	in	all	the	ways	of	war	that	her	Uncle	is	

not.	In	the	folds	of	her	free-flowing	dress	now	she	flashes	the	blade	hid	inside	of	it.	A	

thin	little	thing,	a	toothpick	when	placed	alongside	his	tree	trunk-sized	broadsword.		

He	shifts	in	the	sand,	a	mountain	of	a	man	on	the	verge	of	an	eruption-	

When	she	leaps	down	from	her	place,	he	charges.	When	she	is	within	reach,	

he	swings	on	her	as	hard	as	he	possibly	can.	Which,	if	there	was	a	need	to	measure	

such	things	and	in	time	men	surely	would,	his	swing	would	be	amongst	the	hardest.	

Hard	enough	to	cleave	a	stone	in	two,	or	a	girl	such	as	her	straight	into	nothing.	She	

sidesteps	though,	easily,	touching	her	blade	against	his	in	more	of	a	teasing	way	

than	a	tactical	one.			

Her	chosen	style	is	the	twurl.	A	more	contemporary	discipline,	said	to	be	

inspired	by	the	falling	of	the	sycamore	seed.	It	is	a	bit	like	a	dance,	a	long	fluid	

movement	that	drifts	around	one's	attacker	until	an	opening	presents	itself.	The	

killing	moment	then	is	meant	to	be	precise	and	absolute.	It's	a	sight	to	behold	when	

done	right	and	Uncle	Kevan,	thankfully,	demands	that	all	things	-	save	for	hygiene	-	

are	done	just	right.		

"You'd	live	a	little	longer	if	you	twurled	faster,	Child."	



"It's	pronounced,	"Your	Grace,"	she	says.	It	will	be	her	first	day	with	the	

crown,	so	there	is	particular	pleasure	in	addressing	it.	Actually	wearing	it	will	be	

another	matter	entirely.	"When	you	are	beaten,	I	order	you	to	take	me	beyond	the	

walls-	I	want	to	see	magi.	A	harpie,	a	werewolf-	a	dragon..."	

"Listen	to	this	regal	rooster	shit..!	When	we	took	your	castle,	the	Ice	King	had	

made	this	kingdom	filthy	with	magi.	Giants	ripping	up	crops	and	farmers,	warlocks	

pulling	light	from	the	stars-	hell,	there	was	dryads	out	there	that	moved	enough	

magic	to	get	half	my	soldiers	humpin'	on	trees!"	

She	moves	to	stab	at	a	spot	of	exposed	chain	beneath	the	plates	around	his	

shoulder	and	he	swats	her	blade	away	with	the	back	of	his	battered	gauntlet.	He	

cups	his	hand,	inviting	her	to	try	him	again.	

"Men	will	hump	anything	with	a	skirt."	She	cups	her	hand	in	the	very	same	

way	he	does,	daring	him	to	try	her	instead.	

"It	was	magic,	you	idiot."	He	fills	both	his	hands	with	the	broadsword	and	

pulls	it	in	close.	The	blade	is	vertical	along	his	body,	man	and	blade	together	baring	

a	passing	resemblance	to	a	redwood.		

"Your	tongue	talks	like	treason."	

"You	troll,"	he	snorts.	

"I'd	like	to	meet	one	of	them,	too."	She	drags	her	feet	towards	him	in	the	

sand,	toes	pointed.	Her	blade	is	horizontal,	girl	and	blade	together	baring	a	passing	

resemblance	to	a	branch	tipped	with	a	rather	pesky	thorn.		



"They'd	make	a	necklace	out	of	your	toes."	They	dance	now,	he	with	his	style	

and	she	with	hers.	The	conversation	is	part	of	it,	part	of	the	twurl.	Distraction,	

misdirection.	Annoyance.		

"Magic	and	its	peoples	is	what	beat	the	Ice	King."	

"Your	mother	and	father	did	that,"	he	says.	

"And-"	

"And	me,"	he	says.	

"And	a	great	and	powerful	witch."	

"Fine."	He	throttles	her	backwards	with	the	flat	edge	of	his	blade.	"Magic	and	

its	peoples	did	what	it	done	and	now	it	should	die	like	all	old	things	is	meant	to."	He	

swings	for	her	head	and	she	rolls	backwards	to	avoid	it.	

"And	yet	you	still	breath	upon	my	beach."		

"You'll	bleed	for	that."	He	tries	a	twurl	of	his	own,	spinning	round	backwards	

and	sending	her	racing	forwards	to	avoid	it.	He's	not	fast	enough	for	that	particular	

discipline	anymore	and	it	shows,	a	short	wheeze	as	he	slows.	

"M'Lord-	might	it	be	time	to	hang	it	up?"	

"Shut	it."	

"How	long	has	it	been	since	you	took	that	armor	off-	I	seem	to	remember	

some	story	going	around,	about	a	milk	maid	who	saw	your	body	bare-"	

"Child,	I'm	warning	you!"	

She	twists	sideways,	whipping	him	with	her	dress.		

"The	rumor	I	heard	said	you	might	be	expecting-	twins,	is	it?"		



He	swings	and	cleaves	a	huge	gash	into	the	wet	sand.	She	smiles.	Her	uncle	is	

twurled	right	around	her	finger,	a	man	on	the	verge	of	losing	his	patience	and	this	

particular	fight.	"Shut	it	and	fight!"	

She	skips	around	to	see	if	she	can	take	his	back,	but	he	matches	her,	two	

heavy	steps	from	him	for	every	hurried	five	of	her	own.		Her	eyes	narrow	into	slits	

as	she	charges	in	and	he	drills	her	with	a	shoulder,	spilling	the	girl	and	her	sword.	

He	offers	a	hand	to	help	her	back	to	her	feet,	but	she	spits	on	it	and	flips	

backwards,	feet	over	head.	Waiting	there	is	her	sword,	which	she	grabs	and	aims.		

"Hm."	He	drops	forward	on	his	knee	and	swings	for	her	legs;	the	subsequent	

miss	-	she	leaps	clean	over	it	-	leaves	him	ripe	for	her	counter.	Jumping	off	his	

outstretched	knee,	she	rises	over	his	head	and	kicks	the	back	of	it	as	she	passes.	

Hard	enough	to	bang	his	helm	and	crack	a	draw	of	blood	from	his	ample	head.	He	

steps	away	from	her	as	she	lands,	a	moment	here	to	take	stock	of	his	pain	and	pride.	

"You've	tagged	me."	

"So	treat	me,"	she	says.	"Tell	me	about	dragons."		

His	eyes	roll	behind	the	slots	of	his	helm.	"You	wouldn't	find	them	quite	so	

thrilling	if	you'd	seen	how	their	bowels	moved.	Wide	as	my	sword,	their	droppings."	

Now	his	eyes	drift	skyward	as	a	memory	consumes	him.	"Saw	a	man	killed	by	

dragon	shit	once.	Poor	bloke	looks	up-	eyes	buggin'-	oh,	shit	he	whispers.	Literally.	

Last	words-	oh,	shit.	Squashed	him	into	nothing.	Just	a	pair	of	boots	with	his	ragged	

little	ankles	tucked	inside."	He	shakes	an	ankle,	in	case	Rebekkah	has	trouble	

remembering	what	one	looks	like.	"I	rode	a	week	to	give	them	to	his	widow	and	the	

rotten	old	bag	spit	on	me.	Can	you	imagine	the	nerve	of	this	lady?"	He	bangs	his	



sword	against	his	helm,	a	clang	to	let	her	know	the	thought	is	done,	the	fight	back	

on.	"But	yes,	please-	let's	go	and	find	you	a	goddamn	dragon."	

"This	is	my	kingdom	now-	what	I	say	is	meant	to	go!"	

"Yes,	but	it	isn't	your	to	ruin	again!"	He	throws	his	sword	at	her	like	a	spear	

and	pins	the	length	of	her	flowing	dress	deep	inside	the	ground,	anchoring	her.	

Trapping	her.	He	takes	his	time	to	lumber	over,	time	enough	for	her	to	twist	and	

tear	herself	free	of	the	excess	fabric,	her	dress	now	a	skirt.		

"Are	you	so	certain	it's	radiant?"	Rebekkah	asks.	She	moves	to	cut	him	with	

her	sword	a	moment	too	late	and	Uncle	Kevan	swats	it	to	the	side;	he	is	inside	her	

ring	now,	in	a	place	too	close	for	her	to	do	anything	with	her	sword	but	hang	on	to	it.		

"You	want	something	colorful?"	This	is	where	he	means	to	finish	it.	"I've	a	

nice	bright	boil	on	my	ass-	it's	all	yours!"	He	plants	a	knee	to	her	gut	and	takes	her	

wind,	a	move	that	staggers	her	feet	and	buys	him	the	space	to	bring	his	mighty	

sword	overhead	and	swing-	

CLANG!		She	blocks	it.	Barely.	CLANG!	He	strikes	the	length	of	her	sword	

again	and	her	arms	quiver	with	exhaustion.	She'll	have	to	call	upon	his	mercies	or	

risk	a	grievous	injury	upon	her	persons.		

"Come	on!"	he	grunts.	"You	want	that	crown,	act	the	part!"	He	pushes	down	

upon	her	now,	all	his	weight	like	a	mountain	atop	her	thin	little	frame.	"Beat	me!"	

His	blade	is	inches	from	her	face,	her	expression	reflected	upon	it	and	

dripping	with	sweat	as	her	face	bursts	with	a	desperate,	red	strain.	"Stop..!"	

"There's	no	stop	in	real	life,	your	majesty!"	He	lets	off	only	so	that	he	can	

reposition	his	bulk	and	press	it	upon	her	even	harder.	"Pain	and	sacrifice!"	



She	sputters	around	whatever	she	means	to	say,	her	whole	body	shaking.	

"Grab	the	blade	and	push	it	away-"	

"I-	can't---"	

"You	could	if	you	wanted	to!	Your	father	done	it	once-	just	like	magic...	Come-	

don't	you	want	to	best	me,	Child?!"	

She	steadies	herself	around	one	final	breath	of	focus.	"I	want-	what	every	

child	wants,"	she	closes	her	eyes	goes	absolutely	limp,	falling	backwards	and	

slipping	away,	turning	around	as	Kevan	falls	and	touches	the	tip	of	her	blade	to	the	

back	of	his	bare	and	vulnerable	neck.	"To	believe	in	magic."	

He	smiles,	registering	this	moment	as	a	first,	but	she	has	already	moved	on.	

"Mercy	be,	Child-	I'll	have	to	kill	my	guards	to	make	sure	word	of	this	stays	here..!"	

Rebekkah	steps	away,	her	sword	at	her	side,	her	gaze	to	the	Ocean	Infinite.	

"What	is	it?"	He	stands	because	she	does	not	answer,	turning	to	see	it	for	

himself.	It's	something	enough	for	both	his	guards	to	join	them.	Just	moments	prior	

they	were	tucked	inside	the	tall	grass,	smoking	something	he'd	rather	they	didn't.	

"Sir,"	they	point.	

Out	on	the	edge	of	the	water,	past	the	point	where	the	waves	roll,	there	is	an	

eruption.	A	spray	as	wide	as	a	siege	tower	blasts	some	fifty	feet	skyward	and	then,	

behind	it,	the	wet,	reptilian	snout,	maw	and	scaled	body	of	a	massive	sea	serpent.	

This	monster	seems	to	leap	over	the	sun	itself	before	it	curls	with	the	weight	of	its	

head	and	plummets	towards	a	spot	of	bare	beach.	When	it	lands,	it	does	so	with	a	

earth-shaking	intensity;	on	a	distant	hillside	an	ancient	tree	topples.	It	might	appear	

comical	if	not	for	the	horrid	thing	that	has	caused	it.	



"A	sea	serpent,"	says	Rebekkah,	as	if	there	is	any	mistaking	it.	Her	words	are	

tinged	with	guilt,	as	if	the	conversation	with	her	uncle	and	subsequent	victory	might	

have	summoned	a	dark	facsimile	of	her	one	and	only	desire.	

Water	rolls	off	its	back	in	the	surf,	sifting	between	spikes	and	scales	that	are	

tangled	with	deep-water	plants	and	a	mess	of	quivering,	sun-shocked	fish.	The	

serpent	itself	shies	away	from	this	light,	snapping	its	yellow	eyes	closed	just	as-	

WHOOSH!	

"Oh,	hell..."	Uncle	Kevan	grunts.	

Two	more	sea	serpents,	as	big	and	frightening	as	the	first,	smash	through	the	

water	before	crashing	beside	the	first	one	in	the	sand.	The	one-two	rhythm	of	their	

arrival	shivers	even	Kevan,	the	sound	familiar	enough	to	remind	him	of	war	drums.	

"This	stinks	of	death,"	he	says.	

Indeed-	

When	the	serpents	open	their	maws,	it	comes	with	a	dry,	acrid	gasp.	Rows	

upon	rows	of	uneven	teeth	and	cold,	blue	tongues	make	way	for	something	worse.	

From	deep	inside	their	bodies,	there	comes	a	grunting.	Barking	and	jabbering.	

Intimidation	by	way	of	noise,	all	of	it	made	by	the	men	who	rode	these	monsters	to	

this	beach.	Given	the	distance	between	Rebekkah	and	these	three,	hulking	monsters,	

the	details	she	can	assign	to	these	invaders	are	hazy	at	best.	They	step	over	the	teeth	

of	the	serpents	and	into	the	sand	as	though	they	already	own	it.	Filth	covers	them	

from	head	to	toe,	whether	dirt	or	death	or	some	long-neglected	mixture	of	both,	it	is	

hard	to	say.	They	come	in	sloppy	columns	from	these	long-bodied	monsters	and	do	

so	in	numbers	high	enough	to	count	a	legion-	



Three	thousand?	

Four?	

Every	one	of	them	bearded,	shirtless	and	armed.	

Their	weapons-	rayks-	are	new	to	this	part	of	the	world.	In	description	they	

are	long,	wooden	staffs	made	thick	and	blunted	on	one	end	like	a	club,	and	tipped	

with	a	long,	hooked	blade	on	the	other.	Like	an	upturned	scythe,	only	rusted	and	

probably	on	purpose.	Better	for	a	disease	to	fester	that	way.	For	a	killing	blow	to	rip	

with	pain	as	it	rids	the	world	of	one's	enemy.	This	propensity	for	violence	wafts	off	

of	these	men	like	smoke	from	a	campfire.		

"Rebekkah,"	says	Uncle	Kevan,	"go	to	Castle	Anvil."	

"I	want	to	see."	

So	she	does,	her	Uncle	temporarily	froze	by	what	comes	next-	

A	large	silhouette	lumbers	out	of	the	first	serpent,	taking	the	shape	of	a	long-

gone	monster	when	the	sunlight	rolls	across	his	large,	bald	head.	

Rebekkah	whispers	the	word	that	Uncle	Kevan	gives	voice	to-	

"Cyclops."	

This	monster	stands	a	foot	taller	than	the	tallest	invader.	Tymbur	is	his	name,	

but	the	few	that	have	known	him	as	such	are	dead	or	chained	to	a	land	that	looks	

nothing	like	this	one.	To	the	invaders	he	has	traveled	with,	he	is	simply	called	as	all	

his	people	have	come	to	be	called,	an	entire	species	boiled	down	to	their	lone,	large	

eye	and	the	hard	brow	stacked	above	it.	Cyclops.	

Rebekkah	has	spent	entire	nights	pouring	over	books	that	told	of	creatures	

like	this.	Traced	her	finger	over	the	paintings,	parsed	through	words	that	felt	like	a	



blend	of	truth	and	racist	stereotypes.	Like	this	cyclops	here,	which	was	said	to	have	

eaten	boulders	and	large	stumps.	Life	was	never	that	simple,	this	monster's	body	

dense	from	centuries	of	oppression,	not	diet.	The	kind	of	oppression	that	drove	

them	out	of	Cloverdale	entirely.	She	has	half	a	mind	to	bury	her	shame	behind	her	

Uncle,	but	this	monster	has	not	come	alone.	On	his	shoulder-	

"Is	that	a	wyvern?"	she	asks.	

Her	Uncle	nods,	swallowing	a	rare	lump	of	emotion	in	his	throat.	

It's	no	bigger	than	a	lizard,	but	winged.	Like	a	dragon,	it	is	also	born	with	a	

belly	full	of	fire.	If	the	cyclops	calls	on	it	to	do	so,	the	wyvern	could	sweep	across	the	

beach	and	burn	them	all	where	they	stand.	As	if	sensing	their	unrest,	the	cyclops	

answers.	His	massive	head	turns	and	his	thin	little	mouth	whispers	and	the	wyvern	

takes	flight-	

Their	gasp	is	audible	now	as	Rebekkah	takes	breath	with	her	Uncle.	The	two	

guards	go	it	a	step	further,	ducking	as	it	whistles	over	their	heads.	Mercifully,	the	

wyvern	moves	on,	flying	well	past	them	and	beyond.			

Uncle	Kevan	has	seen	enough.	"Go	to	your	mother	behind	the	walls."	

"I	am	queen	now-	I	wish	to	fight!"	

"I	wish	for	you	to	obey!"	he	barks.	

The	invaders	move	along	the	edge	of	the	water,	jostled	from	behind.	Shoving	

and	barking	amidst	their	ranks	as	something	moves	forward.	Someone.	In	time	he	

will	come	to	be	known	as	Grym,	but	here	and	now	he	is	simply	their	leader.	He	is	

noteworthy	first	for	his	tattoos-	scribbled	symbols	and	words,	stray	lines	that	

connect	one	blemish	to	another.	The	ink	runs	from	his	neck	to	his	toes	and	splayed	



round	one	another	like	a	maze.	He	is	also	leaner	than	the	men	around	him.	Shorter,	

too-	he	looks	like	a	ragged	length	of	rope	brought	to	life.	On	his	neck	he	wears	a	

hollowed	ram's	horn	which	rattles	against	a	secondary	necklace	strung	with	dirty	

bones	and	leathered	curls	of	stolen	flesh.	He	is	listless	in	his	movement,	his	toes	

drifting	independently	of	the	sway	that	seems	to	roll	through	his	torso.	With	a	space	

made	between	himself	and	the	men	he	commands,	he	puts	the	horn	to	his	lip	and	

blows.	Behind	him-	

The	serpents'	eyes	well	with	wet	relief	and	their	heavy	jaws	snap	shut.	With	

their	riders	cleared	from	their	insides	and	their	duties	done,	Grym's	three	mighty	

sea	serpents	flex	and	pop	away	from	their	sandy	perch	before	splashing	backwards	

into	the	dark	comforts	of	the	Ocean	Infinite.		

Grym	drops	the	horn	and	waltzes	a	step	closer	to	they	who	would	dare	watch	

him.	They	don't	appear	to	be	of	his	concern.	Yet.	His	eyes,	bright	little	dots,	are	fixed	

to	a	point	in	the	distance.	Past	the	rolling	hills	of	tall	grass,	this	region	as	bright	and	

vibrant	as	anything	he	has	ever	seen-	like	an	oil	painting	brought	to	life-	and	nestled	

like	a	treasure	at	its	middle,	Castle	Anvil.	It	is	named	so	for	its	shape,	a	singular	slab	

of	smooth,	green	stone	said	to	be	the	surface	by	which	the	world	was	first	beat	to	

life.	A	man-made	wall	surrounds	it	and	for	as	little	time	as	Grym	seems	to	study	it,	

one	would	guess	he	doesn't	expect	it	to	trouble	him	in	the	slightest.	No	surprise	then	

that	this	is	the	target	the	wyvern	has	set	course	for.	While	its	walls	are	impervious	

to	fire,	the	soldiers	who	man	it	are	obviously	not.	

"Hell."	Uncle	Kevan	has	made	that	self-same	guess	for	himself.	Before	

Rebekkah	can	speak,	and	her	mouth	pops	open	as	if	she	means	to,	he	orders	her	a	



final	time.	"Go.	Now."	He	turns	to	his	two	guards,	woefully	ill-prepared	if	the	rattle	

inside	their	armor	is	anything	to	go	by.	"I	want	both	of	you	to-"	

"Defend	Lord	Kevan,"	she	finishes.	

They	hesitate,	her	ability	to	give	such	an	order	still	fresh-	

"Obey	your	queen,"	she	says.	And	so	they	do,	falling	behind	Uncle	Kevan	to	

his	great	disappointment.	Kevan	is	backpedaling	already,	anxious	to	confront	the	

leader	and	stop	him	before	he	is	given	sufficient	time	to	actually	lead.	

"Seven	Blessings,"	he	says	to	her.	

"And	another	to	see	you	home,"	she	returns.	

Rebekkah	retreats	now,	just	as	requested.	To	a	point.	When	she	knows	here	

Uncle	has	stopped	keeping	watch,	she	ducks	behind	a	stray	crag.	Nestled	on	the	edge	

of	the	sand	the	ancient,	beaten	path	to	her	castle,	it	is	a	perfect	place	to	bare	witness.		

Grym	sees	Kevan	and	the	guards	coming	from	some	forty	feet	away	and	he	

reaches	a	hand	out	towards	his	men.	A	command.	Arm	me.	A	dirty	hand	reaches	out	

in	response,	a	limb	lost	in	a	sea	of	them.	This	one	holds	a	rayk	for	their	leader	and	

Grym	takes	it.	He	springs	forward	now,	his	movement	like	a	beast	forever	fighting	

against	its	leash.		

By	the	time	Grym	reaches	Rebekkah's	Uncle,	the	guards	have	already	circled	

back	around	to	snare	him	inside	a	triangular	formation,	their	swords	drawn	in	case	

their	obvious	fighting	maneuver	is	not	obvious	enough.	

Grym's	head	is	dipped	to	the	side,	curious	more	than	cautious.	His	rayk	is	

relaxed,	planted	in	the	sand	like	a	walking	stick.	Rebekkah	wishes	that	her	Uncle	

might	just	throttle	the	man	now.	Forget	the	traditional	offering	of	peace	or	



pleasantries.	There	was	something	about	this	invader	that	made	her	entire	body	

sweat.	

"Do	you	speak?"	Uncle	Kevan	asks.	

Grym	rolls	his	neck	before	turning	his	rayk	ever	so	slightly	in	his	hand,	

familiarizing	himself	with	its	swing.	His	next	move	comes	without	warning-	

POM!	Like	the	strike	of	a	snake,	the	blunt	end	of	his	rayk	shoots	back	behind	

him	and	strikes	one	of	the	guards	square	in	the	face,	turning	his	brain	to	mush.	He	

hasn't	even	begun	to	drop	before	Grym	tilts	a	touch	forward	and-	

SLASH!	The	blade	of	his	rayk	finds	a	space	of	skin	beneath	the	other	guard's	

chin	and	nearly	separates	his	head	from	his	body.	It	is	as	brutal	a	turn	as	Rebekkah	

has	ever	witnessed,	Grym	himself	as	unpredictable	as	water	in	the	way	he	fought.	

He	plants	his	rayk	gently	against	his	side	again	and	looks	as	comfortable	as	a	

man	who	has	only	just	stopped	to	blow	his	nose.	Grym	bucks	his	chin,	ready	now	to	

answer	Uncle	Kevan's	question	about	his	ability	to	speak.	His	voice	is	a	hoarse	and	

haunting	whisper.	"I	prefer	violence."	

Rebekkah	stands	now,	no	longer	concerned	with	staying	hid.	

"Good,"	says	her	Uncle	Kevan.		He	turns	his	sword	out,	a	variation	on	his	

traditional	stance.	Something	desperate	and	new.	He	is	panicked.	This	mountain	of	

war,	this	man	who	only	wept	for	hot	peppers	and	dying	wolves	is	worried.	

Rebekkah	takes	a	step	closer	to	the	beach,	her	sword	catches	the	glint	of	the	

sun.	She	has	half	a	mind	to	run	wild	and	whip	her	uncle	for	wavering.	Fight!	

He	doesn't	get	a	chance-	



Grym		falls	forward-	a	lurch-	everything	about	him	is	an	unpredictable	hiccup	

and	when	at	last	he	catches	himself,	it	is	with	the	blunt	end	of	his	rayk.	Sand	

splashes	Kevan	in	his	face,	blinding	the	eyes	behind	their	slots.	The	big	man	

attempts	to	shake	it	away,	but	not	quick	enough	to	shake	Grym's	blade-	

SHUNK!	It	cores	the	man's	chest,	armor	and	all;	when	the	blade	is	pulled	free	

it	makes	a	wet	sound	like	split	fruit.	Rebekkah	can	hear	it	from	where	she	stands,	

can	feel	his	life	pass	through	her	own,	a	breeze	from	the	inside	out.		

She	blinks	and	turns,	walking	instead	of	running.	Shock	or	hopelessness	or	a	

dangerous	lack	of	fear	leaves	her	visible	on	the	path	that	leads	back	to	castle.	A	tiny	

dot	that	Grym	tracks	with	his	finger	and	yells	for	his	men	to	follow.	Take	her,	take	

the	castle,	take	everything.	If	he	knew	who	she	was,	there	is	a	very	good	chance	he'd	

have	run	after	her	himself	and	maybe	stopped	this	entire	story	here	and	now.	

Instead,	things	get	messy,	prolonged	and	painful.	

***	

Inside	the	walls,	Rebekkah	is	aware	of	the	panic.	The	wyvern	has	already	

tinged	the	air	with	the	smell	of	smoke,	screaming	as	it	dives	and	fires	on	all	the	

flammable	pleasantries	that	edge	the	wall's	exterior.	Flowers,	vines,	trees.	

Everything	snapping	and	crackling.	The	soldiers	are	made	clumsy	by	it,	many	of	

them	stumbling	as	they	rush	to	reinforce	the	gates	and	take	position	on	the	

battlements.	They	drop	heavy	lengths	of	lumber	as	they	go,	spilling	entire	quivers	

and	snapping	their	bows.	The	wyvern	hasn't	even	tried	to	fly	between	wall	and	

castle	yet,	hasn't	even	tested	its	fire	on	their	weapons	and	defenses	and	flesh,	and	



still	the	men	bumble	and	fret.	Those	who'd	served	beside	her	Uncle	in	wars	prior	

were	long-retired	or	buried.	These	faces	that	pass	her	are	fresh.	Young.	Ill-prepared.	

She	sees	this	but	does	not	show	it.	She	must	not	or	cannot.	Nobody	knows	for	

certain.	They	run	past	her	with	an	extra	lungful	of	air	and	puff	up	their	chests,	the	

only	physical	show	of	confidence	they	can	muster	in	the	wake	of	their	young	queen.	

She	is	a	pebble	against	a	rushing	sea	of	surefire	loss	and	as	she	moves	inside	the	

castle	proper,	the	aging	steel	portcullis	drops	behind	her	and	she	knows	the	

invaders	are	soon	to	follow.	

Behind	her,	a	man-	young,	if	the	shrill	crack	in	his	voice	is	anything	to	go	by-	

all	but	hammers	it	into	stone.	"They've	taken	the	walls!"	he	shouts.	"Fall	back!"	

***	

Rebekkah	traces	her	hand	along	the	broad,	uneven	stones	as	she	ascends	the	

tower's	spiraled	staircase	and	pauses.	The	heat	of	the	wyvern's	flames	are	pulsing	

inside	the	walls,	the	monster	and	his	fellow	invaders	now	well	inside	the	grounds	of	

the	Castle	Anvil.	The	people	fleeing	the	floors	above	her	cascade	down	these	very	

same	stairs	like	a	great	rush	of	floodwater.	A	litany	of	nobles-	visiting	so-and-sos	

from	there-and-here-	and	whole	shifts	of	her	castle	staff	hurries	past	her,	thinking	

they	might	find	some	way	to	escape	all	this	once	they've	made	their	way	to	the	

grounds.	A	crack	or	hole.	There	are	no	back	doors	here-	this	castle	was	built	to	

withstand,	not	to	withdraw.	They	nod	and	curtsey	as	she	moves	against	them.	

Panicked	whispers	and	mumbled	prayers.	Everywhere	there	is	this	tremendous	

suction	of	fear	and	still	she	ascends.	One	step	at	a	time,	methodical	and	measured.		



All	around	this	moment	there	are	voices	drifting	from	outside,	from	windows	

and	mismatched	bricks.	Yelling	and	screaming,	howling	and	pleading.	The	difference	

here	is	those	dealing	pain	and	the	many	made	to	receive	it.	The	madness	of	what	is	

happening	here	is	like	water	brought	to	a	boil,	ever	rising	and	worsening.		

An	older	voice	yells-	

"How	is	that	possible-	do	something!"	

The	barbican-	the	thick	slabs	of	wall	that	jut	out	on	either	side	of	the	front	

and	only	gate-	were	built	to	serve	as	a	final	deterrent	for	anyone	fool	enough	to	fight	

this	far.	The	slotted	windows	built	inside	these	columns	are	designed	for	a	volley	of	

one-sided	arrows	and	an	entire	storm	of	hot	oil.	Anything	not	scalded	upon	its	touch	

could	be	guaranteed	to	turn	to	fire	once	lit.	This	space	was	meant	to	be	the	end	of	

any	invaders	story.	Only	now	it	is	a	detriment.	Now	these	wily	warriors	use	the	

breadth	of	their	long	rayks	like	makeshift	bridges,	the	invaders	wedging	them	

between	the	two,	sturdy	columns	of	the	barbican.	They	pull	themselves	atop	their	

weapons	and	climb	and	jump	between	the	juts	of	wall	and	simply	repeat	it	again	and	

over	until	they	are	an	unstoppable	vine	of	violence,	spreading	and	growing	and	

gnashing	with	ravenous	aplomb.	The	soldiers	gathered	at	the	slots	don't	even	

bother	to	fire	their	arrows	or	pour	the	oil;	the	sight	they've	been	made	to	see	here	

only	makes	sense	to	them	if	they	couple	it	with	surrender.		

In	the	space	of	time	it	takes	Rebekkah	to	climb	the	staircase,	these	invaders	

have	taken	the	ground	and	uppermost	floors.	Rebekkah	keeps	her	pace	down	a	long,	

candlelit	hallway	and	turns	inside	what	is	sure	to	be	their	final	frenzied	prize.	

***	



The	grand	meeting	hall	is	tucked	inside	the	middle	of	Castle	Anvil,	a	great	

belly	of	a	room	with	the	weight	of	this	fabled	structure	seemingly	held	at	bay	by	one	

long,	dark	beam	across	the	ceiling.	In	truth	it	is	decorative,	but	Rebekkah	spent	

many	years	staring	at	the	dark	slips	of	grease	that	have	forever	dripped	around	the	

edges	of	this	giant	block	of	wood	and	attributed	them	to	pain,	the	little	droplets	

tears.	Certainly	the	room	has	been	host	to	its	fare	share	of	them.	

The	table	at	the	center	of	this	room	is	marred	by	candle	wax	and	knife	scars.	

It	has	existed	as	long	as	the	castle	itself,	its	twelve	sturdy	chairs	patched	and	

repaired	to	march	beside	it	across	hundreds	of	meetings,	devious	plotting	and	

numerous	calls	to	war.	No	amount	of	scrubbing	or	carefully	selected	floral	

arrangements	has	ever	succeeded	in	taking	the	smell	out	of	these	relics,	an	aroma	

mixed	with	greasy	foods	and	even	greasier	discussion,	all	of	it	tempered	with	a	few	

splatters	of	blood.	Some	can	still	be	attributed	to	specific	stories,	to	drunken	meals	

and	clumsy,	sharpened	knives,	still	others	are	known	to	be	the	mark	of	very	

deliberate	blades,	many	of	them	fatal.	The	last	ruler	to	call	this	room	his	own,	The	

Ice	King,	is	said	to	have	spilled	a	fair	amount	of	blood	here	to	color	his	magic	as	dark	

as	he	was	able.		

Rebekkah	enters	the	hall	to	find	her	mother	with	her	back	to	the	door,	her	

attention	focused	outside	the	sweeping	window.	Normally	it's	a	picture	painted	by	

the	ice	blue	sky,	the	valley	and	the	distant	snow-packed	mountains.	Now	there	is	

only	smoke	and	a	smell	of	the	dead	bodies	who	fuel	it.	Should	this	day's	violence	

ever	turn	in	her	favor,	Rebekkah	decides	that	she	should	probably	have	this	room	

demolished	in	its	entirety,	such	is	its	intolerable	state	of	permanent	horror.		



"We	are-"	

"We	are	finished,"	says	the	Queen	Regent.	"I	know."	

"Uncle	Kevan-"	

"Uncle	Kevan	is	dead.	I	know."	

Rebekkah	decides	to	stop	saying	things	that	are	already	known.	Her	mother-	

Lady	Durm-	pulls	a	slip	of	her	short	hair	back	behind	her	ear,	flashing	the	tattoo	that	

hides	there.	The	fangs	of	a	snake,	the	mark	of	a	Vyper.	None	of	the	stories	of	these	

storied	women	have	come	to	Rebekkah	by	way	of	this	woman's	mouth.	She's	had	to	

pay	for	them,	sneaking	gold	to	hungry	cooks	and	big-mouthed	stablemen-	

The	Ice	King	took	half	of	Cloverdale	with	his	Vypers	and	came	to	think	of	all	of	

them	as	his	daughters-	though	only	the	Queen	Regent	could	truly	claim	it.	Not	that	it	

afforded	her	any	special	favors.	She	was	raised	in	the	same	pit	as	all	the	rest,	fed	the	

same	rotten	meat	and	made	to	fight	against	the	very	worst	prisoners	they	could	

cage	before	they	were	allowed	to	fend	for	him	in	the	field.	Or	so	it	goes.	This	part	of	

the	Vyper's	history	is	hid	somewhere	in	the	bowels	of	the	castle,	forever	guarded	by	

men	who	do	not	need	Rebekkah's	gold	or	fear	her	word	so	much	as	they	do	this	icy	

Vyper	Queen.		

"Then	call	on	our	people	to	throw	them	away,"	orders	Rebekkah.	"Send	a	

raven,	rouse	the	magi	again-	harpies	and	bheurs	and-"	

"Those	aren't	people,	Child."	Her	mother	turns	to	face	her	now,	the	table	

between	them.	Her	arms	are	exposed	beneath	her	plain,	summer	dress.	Scars	of	old	

fires	run	from	her	wrist	to	the	edge	of	the	sleeve	near	her	shoulder,	the	story	again	

resuming	around	her	neck.	She	has	always	made	a	show	of	presenting	these	



wounds,	not	as	an	act	of	pity	but	one	of	power.	"I	have	done	you	a	disservice,	

keeping	you	behind	these	walls.	It	has	let	you	make	marvels	out	of	monsters."	

Rebekkah	straightens,	never	ever	as	tall	as	this	woman	though	already	she	

stands	an	inch	taller.	"Those	monsters	could	help	us-"	

"You	have	to	pull	your	head	out	of	the	books	you	secret	beneath	your	bed	

and	understand	that	this	is	not	that.	When	those	men	take	this	room-"	

"They	will	kill	the	men	and	keep	us."	She	raises	her	chin	now,	too.	She	is	not	

just	the	things	her	pretty	picture	books	have	shown	her.	In	reality	they're	her	only	

respite	from	a	castle	full	of	peoples	hell-bent	on	filling	her	with	dreadful	warnings	

and	unsolicited	lessons	on	the	very	worst	a	world	can	do.		

Lady	Durm	lets	a	moment	of	her	facade	slip	and	Rebekkah	presses	as	she's	

been	trained	to-	

"Call	her.	I	command	you.	Call	the	witch-"	

"Well,"	Lady	Durm	says,	"if	nothing	else,	you	have	my	venom."	

"Mother."	

"...it	is	not	right	to	end	it	like	this."	

"Like	what?"	Rebekkah	has	never	heard	her	mother's	voice	so	soft.	Strange	

then	that	she	feels	smaller	than	ever	in	this	moment.	Above	her,	in	the	rafters,	a	

tattered	scroll	hangs.	The	language	painted	upon	is	a	dead	one,	and	faded	near	to	

nothing.	In	the	middle	of	these	writings	is	an	image-	a	crude-looking	child,	bald	and	

bathed	in	a	cascade	of	stars.	"Mother-"	

"I	am	not."	Lady	Durm	points	to	the	scroll.	"You	were	born	to	those	words	

and	nothing	more."	Rebekkah's	facade	seems	to	have	taken	to	the	window	and	



drifted	off	for	good.	Durm	presses	as	she	has	been	reluctant	to.	"You	were	found	in	

the	eye	of	a	storm	and	word	of	your	arrival	spread	like	fire,	word	that	burned	hot	

enough	to	call	for	the	ice	that	controlled	my	father."	

"You..."	Rebekkah	is	surprised	that	she	still	has	voice	enough	to	speak.	"You	

are	my	mother-	why	are	you	saying	these	things	now?	Is	this	a	strange	joke?"	

"It	is	the	truth	one	speaks	before	they	ready	themselves	to	die."	

"Mother-"	

"Never,	though	I	tried.	My	father	called	on	me	to	kidnap	you	so	he	might	gut	

you	for	the	magic	that	was	said	to	run	inside	it.	I	took	you	for	myself	instead."	

"No,"	Rebekkah	feels	as	if	the	whole	world	threatens	to	drop	out	beneath	her.	

In	the	physical	world	anyway;	such	an	occurrence	has	already	struck	her	head	and	

heart.	"You	said-	all	my	life-	I	can't,"	she	is	fumbling	in	a	way	that	does	not	suit	her	

best	self,	which	is	the	only	self	she	has	ever	cared	to	present.	She	takes	a	step	

forward	and	strains	her	neck	for	a	look	at	the	prophecy.	How	many	times	has	she	

snuck	inside	this	room	and	looked	upon	that	awful	thing?	A	hundred	times?	More?	

"That	block-headed	old	man	in	that	painting	is	supposed	to	be	me?!"	

"The	words	of	that	language	tell	of	your	name	and	promise	in	full;	"Rebekkah	

Duvernay,	Child	of	the	Stars	and	Savior	of	Cloverdale."	

"Savior..?!"	Rebekkah	takes	a	breath,	finds	steady	ground	inside	it.	"How	am	I	

supposed	to	ever-	I	am	not	a	savior."	

"No,"	says	Lady	Durm,	“you	are	not.	But	my	father	believed	in	the	words	on	

that	scroll	and	there	was	a	time	when	I	did,	too."	

"Magic-"	



"Is	messy,"	says	Lady	Durm.	"It	is	a	spark	that	sets	a	world	to	fire.	I've	done	

everything	I	can	to	stamp	it	out	and	now	I	am	through."	The	invaders	hit	the	door	at	

the	exact	moment	her	words	drop	off,	their	arrival	sensed	a	moment	before	their	

rayks	hit	the	door	and	begin	to	chop	it	apart.	This	woman	has	a	sense	for	such	

things,	true	surprise	trained	clean	out	of	her.		

WHACK...		WHACK...	WHACK...	

"What	a	horrible	thing	this	is,"	says	Rebekkah.	

"Ah,	see?"	says	Lady	Durm.	"Now	you	know	what	a	crown	weights."	

The	invaders	fill	every	pocket	of	silence,	driving	this	strange	moment	ever	

closer	to	its	sudden	conclusion.	WHACK...	WHACK...	WHACK...	

"I	want	you	to	escape	through	the	passages	and	ride	hard	along	the	river	

until	you	reach	the	Burrows.	At	the	very	least,	the	witch	will	hide	you."	

Rebekkah	has	a	hundred	thousand	more	questions	brimming	inside	her	

head,	but	no	time	to	share	them.	She	grits	her	teeth	and	turns	to	leave,	through	a	

hidden	spot	in	the	wall.	There	is	an	alcove	there,	a	broken	suit	of	golden	armor	

displayed	inside	of	it.	It	was	her	father's-	or...	"And	what	of	father?	Was	he	that?"	

"...No."	Lady	Durm	allows	herself	a	peek	at	this	treasured	armor,	too.	It	is	

more	ornate	than	most	and	laced	around	the	edges	with	floral	detailing.	The	helmet	

is	especially	loud	too,	barbute	in	its	style-	a	full	cover	for	the	head	and	two	long	slits	

for	vision	on	either	side	of	the	nose-	but	the	real	delight	lies	in	the	giant,	plated	

wings	that	jut	out	from	either	ear.	He	was	not	a	modest	man	nor	an	unskilled	one,	

save	for	the	day	he	died	fighting	inside	this	very	armor.	There	is	a	gouge	in	the	



chestplate,	the	metal	punctured	and	peeled	to	show	where	his	life	was	cleaved	out	

of	him	during	the	war	to	crown	Rebekkah.	"Take	it,"	Lady	Durm	says.	

Rebekkah	nods,	having	already	granted	herself	permission	to	do	so.	"Seven	

Blessings,	Lady	Durm."	These	are	words	to	acknowledge	their	new	relation.	

"And	another	to	see	you	home,"	Lady	Durm	responds.	

Rebekkah	has	the	armor	halfway	off	its	stand	before	she	freezes.	"...please	be	

here	when	I	return."	These	are	words	to	acknowledge	their	old	one.	

"Then	return	with	more	than	I	gave	you."	

Rebekkah	takes	these	words	upon	her	shoulders	as	she	gathers	the	armor	

and	fits	herself	inside	of	it	as	quick	as	she	can.	It's	a	bit	roomy	and	a	bit	awkward,	

but	it	does	provide	space	enough	to	hide	the	surge	of	anxious	feelings	welling	inside	

her	stomach.	She	is	halfway	out	the	secret	passage	in	the	wall	when	she	hears	the	

door	to	the	meeting	hall	finally	splinter	and	explode.	The	invaders	have	finished	

their	invasion.	

***	

Lady	Durm	stays	with	her	back	turned.	The	decision	speaks	for	itself,	the	

entire	room	filled	with	filthy,	sweaty	men.	All	of	them	killers.	If	they	meant	to	do	

something,	they'd	have	done	it	by	now,	so	she	waits	for	a	necessary	reason	to	offer	

them	her	reluctant	attention.	

Finally	there	are	grunts	and	shoving	from	the	back	of	the	room,	not	unlike	his	

appearance	along	the	beach.	Grym	pushes	through	his	men,	still	huffing	on	

adrenaline.	His	beard	is	littered	with	blood	and	bits	of	meat,	his	eyes	wide	and	wild	

as	he	takes	stock	of	the	meeting	hall	and	the	woman	who	is	not	yet	his.	In	the	blink	



of	an	eye	there	is	a	twinkle	of	recognition	and	then	it	is	gone,	his	performance	

underway.	Ignoring	the	woman	entirely,	Grym	goes	to	a	bowl	of	washing	water	on	

the	table	and	throws	it	across	his	grime.	His	sinewy	body	drips	with	heavy,	wet	

tendrils,	each	one	colored	with	the	gore	of	her	soldiers.	Splat,	splat,	splat.	He	lets	it	

drip	and	pool	on	her	floor,	hoping	it	lays	a	haunting	rhythm	in	her	brain.	It	won't,	

she	has	stood	in	too	many	pools	of	her	own,	but	the	effort	is	an	admirable	one.	

"Are	you	finished?"	she	asks.	

He	glances	at	her	back	now,	his	face	clean.	With	the	dirt	removed,	it	is	clear	

he	as	white	as	the	deceitful	cretins	that	will	come	to	rule	future	worlds	and	their	

multi-cultured	peoples.	Lady	Durm	sees	some	of	herself	inside	him	and	it	hurts,	all	

of	this	does.	When	he	answers	her,	it	is	not	with	words	but	with	his	great,	towering	

surprise.	It	a	monster,	by	her	words	and	most	others.	Lady	Durm	turns	to	face	him	

and	backs	up	on	a	heel,	a	defensive	stance	that	might	quickly	turn	to	offense	for	

what	little	good	it	will	do	here-	

Tymbur,	the	cyclops.	He	is	heavy	of	breath	though	remarkably	clean	of	

violence.	He	comes	into	this	room	bearing	another	one	of	Grym's	surprises,	a	

feathered	bird	that	might	be	mistaken	for	an	oddly-colored	chicken	if	not	for	the	

small	leather	mask	that	hides	its	eyes.	

Tymbur	sets	it	on	the	table	and	waits,	though	not	for	long.	Something	has	his	

attention.	He	turns,	slowly.	Every	movement	he	makes	seems	knotted	with	great	

strain	and	pain.	His	focus	narrows	around	the	alcove.	Empty	now,	since	the	armor	

kept	there	has	been	removed.	There	is	also	a	slight	draft	and	an	even	slighter	

whistle.	Grym	knows	well	enough	to	follow	his	monster's	gaze-	



There	is	a	slight	crack	in	the	wall,	a	place	where	a	seemingly	permanent	

stretch	of	brick	has	revealed	itself	to	be	a	slim,	secret	passageway	that	might	allow	

for	someone	to	escape	the	castle	entirely	unseen.	Someone	like	Rebekkah.	

Grym	moves	his	eyes	to	Lady	Grym,	his	words	for	Tymbur-	

"Catch	her."	

***	

Outside,	riding	hard	along	the	River	Swift,	Rebekkah	lays	flat	against	her	

horse,	slowly	settling	into	the	heavy	armor.	While	the	leopard-spotted	horse	is	the	

fastest	one	in	all	of	Cloverdale,	she	will	have	to	be	a	good	deal	stronger	in	her	first	

actions	as	this	land's	queen	if	she	hopes	to	escape	the	man	who	has	come	here	with	

the	sole	purpose	of	killing	her.		

	

	

	

	

	

	

 

 

 

 

 


