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Chapter one
No Cure for Mercy


Ashland, the former North America, Kingdom of Verdancia, Capital city of Nelanta 2119 CE, 45 NE (New Era)

“Execute them.” The decree fell with practiced ease from Queen Azaleen Frost’s lips, as if she’d been reciting it since childhood. No one in the hall blinked an eye.

“Shall I make it public, Your Excellency?” inquired General Reuben Stark, Verdancia’s Secretary of Defense. He lifted bushy, grayish brows over keen, deep-set eyes, a gray moustache dominating his blocky face.

Azaleen took a beat to consider—consequences either way. She shifted in a cushioned armchair and glanced around the once-grand entryway of the 120-year-old Georgian Revival mansion in Stone Mountain’s shadow. One hand absently smoothed the sheer ice-blue kaftan over a spaghetti-strap midriff top. A breeze from the oversized windows carried the fragrance of azaleas, a welcome reprieve from the early summer heat. The silver diamond tiara ringing her palest blonde hair and the ruby ring on her left hand quietly proclaimed her as Verdancia’s ruler.

If she held the execution publicly, it would indeed serve as a deterrent. However, it would also feed her reputation as a ruthless autocrat drunk with blood and power. Three hundred thousand residents of the capital, nearly three million in the country, depended on her. Most were poor, uneducated, and scared. She needed their respect—not their fear.

The queen’s gaze swept the government officials, staff, and security lining the foyer, spilling onto the grand arched stairways to the left and right of center. The walls gleamed pristine white, and the woodwork shone. Dangling overhead was an exquisite crystal chandelier that hadn’t worked in Azaleen’s lifetime.

The five unscrupulous bandits who kneeled before her, sorry heads bowed, were all that remained of a gang that had attacked a convoy bound for Marchland. Marchland—the kingdom’s most critical military post, perched on bluffs above the Mother River (the Mississippi when this estate was built)—was the primary defense against the Iron Wastes to the west. That shipment contained the last of the kingdom’s medical supplies her family had hoarded before the War of Ruin and most of what they’d procured since.

The queen clenched her jaw, a wrathful vein pulsing in her neck. Why the hell did Grandfather insist on giving aid to every soul who knocked on his door? Sure, prepper supreme that he was, he’d stockpiled enough to see us through ten generations—then gave most of it away before Dad put a stop to it. And these imbeciles …

Antibiotics, insulin, morphine, life-saving drugs, all smashed. Wasted. Now, only a few bottles of Tylenol and Dramamine remained. Maybe her researchers in the bunker of the old CDC facility would come up with something. No one could know. If her enemies discovered the truth, she would appear weak. That mustn’t happen. She wanted to have these thoughtless criminals drawn and quartered, their heads mounted on pikes in the public square. Her ire thirsted for them to suffer for their greedy betrayal. But Azaleen Frost seldom got what she wished for.

“Ready the gallows. They shall have a swift death. And carry it out late at night, without announcement or spectators. The last thing the people need to witness is more death. Sabine, prepare a statement for the morning papers. Five criminal raiders were executed for crimes against the kingdom, including robbery and murder. List their names and origins. Short and to the point.”

“Yes, my queen. I’ll see to it.” If Azaleen hadn’t been so angry, she would have smiled at her childhood friend, who now served as her chief of staff.

So few I can trust, she thought. Sabine Fontaine—long black hair, angular face, thirty-eight—was more than trustworthy; she was exceptional at her job.

“General Stark, get these vermin out of my sight.” Azaleen’s nostrils flared at her sharp inhale as she grappled with a temper threatening to explode. I’ve heard rumors of outlanders stockpiling the old medicines in Skyhold, west of the Dead Coast. Maybe …

“Right away, Queen Frost. Midnight execution. No announcement, no crowds. Sergeant?” The distinguished general, a battle-hardened veteran who’d seen more action than most soldiers alive, handed the criminals over to the sergeant-at-arms to carry out Azaleen’s orders. In a robust voice, he called, “Are there any more cases to hear today?”

Verdancia was a very young nation—Azaleen was only its second ruler after her father, King Edric the Unifier, First Sovereign of Verdancia—and had yet to create a viable court system. Matters of greatest importance were brought before her to render judgment. She hated it, but it was better than having ill-prepared, easy-to-bribe men and women doing a poor job.

When nobody else came or was brought forward, she declared, “Court dismissed.” Rising from her seat, Azaleen lifted her chin, surveying the room. “Council meeting upstairs in the War Room in thirty minutes.” Turning aside to her chief of staff, the queen lowered her voice. “Sabine, where is my procurement secretary? Where’s Franklin Pickett?”

Chatting as they went, the others wandered toward the restrooms or the refreshment station, attended by well-dressed staff members. Azaleen took Sabine aside, beneath an arched staircase. Her aide seemed worried. Nervous. Her fingers twirled as she gnawed her bottom lip. Sabine looked especially pretty today, her hair twisted up off her tanned neck, exposing a delicate throat. The summer green of her dress complemented her deeper skin tone. As attractive as Sabine was, she was off limits. A friend. My chief of staff. Married. Children, even. Focus! Queen Frost hadn’t the luxury of sentiments such as love; still, she’d welcome the exhilaration and release of sex occasionally. That point, too, was moot.

“What is it?” Azaleen’s icy tone froze any warmth she felt for her aide. “I know that look.”

“Um, well, several days ago, Secretary Pickett ventured into a red zone. Alone. By himself, and, well, nobody’s heard from him since.”

“What?” This was the last straw. If anyone should know better, it would be Pickett. He was from the capital, had an education, and warning signs were posted everywhere. “Am I surrounded by idiots? Can’t my own advisors act responsibly? I want a search party—”

“I sent one out yesterday,” Sabine answered in a hush, her eyes darting around the room.

Azaleen knew she should keep her voice down, or gossip would be racing from here to the Swamp Coast before her cabinet meeting got started. She exhaled a frustrated sigh. Teeth clenched, she hissed, “What was he doing alone in a red zone?”

“One of our scouts reported Pickett had spotted an old-timey oil well, still pumping the black stuff out of the ground. He figured it must run on solar or wind power. Azaleen, we could really use the oil, if it’s there. My father has a book with the formula to make fuel for the generators. Most haven’t run for years since the last barrels ran out.”

“Then why didn’t that infuriating man tell me? I would have ordered an armed escort. Damnation! The secretaries report to me. They do not run off half-cocked with delusions of becoming the next savior.” She shook her head and brushed back a strand of silky platinum hair.

Agriculture Secretary Silas Beaudean let out a loud belly laugh across the hall. Ambassador Camille Navarro slapped him on the shoulder with a grin. A welcome gust blew in, lifting Azaleen’s kaftan like butterfly wings. She recalled bundling up in blankets as a small child in the bunker, waiting for the radiation to clear to safe levels. She couldn’t decide which was worse—the biting cold or the miserable heat. Don’t even mention the bugs—giant mosquitoes that can bite through leather, mutated killer hornets, glowing cockroaches the size of dinner plates, and armies of devouring ants that could only be held at bay with fire.

“He must be replaced at once,” she stated. “Get me a list of the best candidates. Dead or alive, I can’t have a member of my cabinet disobey my direct orders.”

“I’ll draw up a short list and have it ready for you first thing in the morning.” Sabine’s loyalty and efficiency assured Azaleen that it would be handled. But first, she needed a real-time report from her department heads.

“We have time to grab a quick drink before heading upstairs,” Azaleen said to Sabine, and the two walked into what had probably been the mansion’s living room. A dark-skinned attendant in an embroidered green bolero vest and baggy short pants served drinks from behind a bar.

“Madam Queen, Chief Fontaine,” he greeted. He was a diminutive man, shorter than either woman, with close-cropped black hair and a white sash identifying him as a member of the capital staff. Post-war fashion had evolved from tattered rags to patchwork, and now to practical cool. All the men present, except for General Stark, wore shorts and unbuttoned vests or short-sleeve shirts with open collars. While women’s attire was required to be more modest—no bare-chested vests—they could choose between skirts, dresses, or pants, per their preference. Verdancia had reestablished the historical regional crop of cotton, rebuilt gins and mills, and carried on a modest textile industry using water wheels along rivers to power looms based on 18th- and 19th-century models found in books. It had been a slow process, wrought with setbacks, as her father’s generation had to relearn lost ways of doing things. The foundation of rediscovery and innovation they laid was beginning to pay off. Resilience.

“What shall I serve you? Lemonade, cucumber water, or a fresh peach wine?” He smiled politely as he polished the bar with a damp cloth.

Lou, Azaleen thought, as she tried to recall his name. “We have a meeting, so make it lemonade for me, please.”

“I’ll have the same, thank you,” echoed Sabine.

They took their beverages to a sofa with cream cushions and pastel throw pillows. Paintings from before the war hung on maroon walls trimmed in white between tall, open windows overlooking the rear gardens. For an instant, Azaleen felt like Scarlett O’Hara from the classic novel, Gone with the Wind. Now, not only the Old South, but the entire world, was gone with the wind.

“There used to be more beverage choices,” she commented as she sipped the icy, sweet-tart drink. “My parents drank coffee and tea in the mornings, and something called ‘soft drinks’ in the afternoons. Then supplies of coffee and tea dwindled, raising their value so that they now must be reserved for special occasions.”

“My cousin Tatiana makes three fresh teas from dandelion,” Sabine said. “Tea made from the leaves has an earthy, slightly astringent taste, while the one made from the flowers is sweet and light. I’ve never had coffee, but my mother said that tea brewed from roasted dandelion root has a similar bold, nutty taste. I can get some from Tatiana if you’d like to try it.”

“I would,” Azaleen confirmed. “Thanks.” She shifted her gaze to Sabine’s earthy eyes, the color of a rich tea. “I don’t tell you thank you often enough. It seems there’s never time for Azaleen—it’s all consumed by Queen Frost.”

Sabine’s expression warmed toward her, a slight smile gracing her lips. “Speaking of which, the queen called for a meeting, which I’m afraid you must be on time for.”

“Indeed.” Azaleen sucked in a bracing breath and glided to her feet. Sabine followed, her posture equally perfect and her aspect every bit as regal.

“Your Excellency.” A fellow a decade older than Azaleen, wearing three days’ growth of beard bristle, brown homespun trousers, and a broad-brimmed hat, lumbered up to them. “I heard you called a meeting. That so?”

Silas Beaudean, Secretary of Agriculture, might have been aristocratic by birth, but he was an authentic man of the people. For generations, his family worked the land—corn, cotton, peanuts, watermelons, or whatever other crops came into demand. He’d outlasted storms, drought, blight, floods, fires, and ice, and he knew the soil as if it were part of him. He might not dress or speak like the upper class, but, before the Day the Sky Fell, his grandparents were the largest landowners in Old Georgia. People said you couldn’t spit without it falling onto Beaudean land.

“That’s right, Silas.” Looking up into his weathered face, Azaleen almost smiled. Seeing him always reminded her of Verdancia’s motto: From Root, Resilience. Silas’s roots ran deep, and he embodied the term resilience—exactly the kind of man she needed to help administer the most populous nation on the continent. “We’re heading upstairs now. Walk with us?”

She poised a hand, waiting for his arm to appear. With a country grin, he offered his forearm, and she laid her left hand over it. “I’d be honored, my queen.” Together, the three ascended the broad, arched stairway, with its red ribbon of carpet and smooth walnut railing, away from the remaining politicians, diplomats, aristocrats, and capital building staff to the most guarded enclave in the mansion—the war room.


Chapter two
Stars in the Dust


Six department heads gathered in a locked second-floor chamber with the queen and her chief of staff—a striking contrast of scuffed hardwood and Persian rugs. One wall sported open windows, the other three, cherry wainscoting and desert mirage plaster. Bookshelves loaded with volumes on history, law, government, philosophy, and diplomacy stretched across the far end. A harp that nobody knew how to play adorned a corner like a statue to a fallen hero of old.

Dominating the chamber stood an expansive table carved in the shape of the transformed continent. Azaleen’s father had brought her to see it when his carpenters and woodworkers first completed the map. She had been a teenager then, in awe of its beauty and detail. She’d spent countless hours admiring and studying it, moving markers around, marching Verdancian horses and flying hot air balloons into foreign lands. Her tutors used it as a tool to teach her geography, tactics, and environmental science. It wasn’t long before she’d memorized every town, mountain, river, and danger zone, dancing across them when she dreamed. Every so often, the map needed updating—a new hazard discovered, town incorporated, border altered, or other feature to add or take away. The craftsmanship and artistry of the table-map had always fueled her imagination.

Eight leather wingback chairs surrounded the table, interspersed with tea tables, leaving ample space to stand and interact with the map. Oil lamps affixed to walls and candelabras on pedestals provided substantial light for evenings or cloudy days. This afternoon, sunlight streamed in, illuminating dust particles that hung in the air like so many stars suspended in the breath of heaven. When Azaleen sat, the others followed.

“This meeting of the Verdancian council is hereby called to order. Her Excellency, Queen Frost, presiding,” Sabine announced, taking her seat last.

“Where’s Franklin?” Vera Sutherland asked, her tone more interrogative than concerned. She straightened, chin lifted with the authority of someone used to being obeyed. Her gray attire, dull compared to her peers, washed out her pale skin tone. With her frosted acorn hair arranged in a severe bun, reclaimed glasses perched on her nose, and a pencil poised over her ledgers at the ready, Vera embodied her post of treasury secretary.

“Mr. Pickett will not be joining us,” Azaleen replied straightforwardly, her anger over his absence having subsided.

“Damn fool got himself lost in a red zone’s what I heard,” Silas Beaudean grumbled, scratching his stubbled chin.

Another headache—now she’d have to find a replacement, Azaleen was reminded. Not the easiest job to fill. Dangerous. Requires tenacity and knowledge. Skills. The others tsked and shook their heads, mumbling with each other about Franklin’s reckless stupidity.

“Enough of that,” Azaleen declared. “Reports. Secretary Keane?” If Azaleen didn’t call on her, the demure woman, old enough to be her mother, might never open her mouth. Draped in brilliant jewel-tone fabrics and pre-ruin beads, possessing vibrant skin like fertile earth after rain, she appeared in stark contrast to the drab treasury secretary. She was a full-figured woman with a long, loose braid, who could recall the Day the Sky Fell in vivid detail. One might suspect she’d never missed a meal. Azaleen knew otherwise. Rosalind Keane suffered from a thyroid illness, one Nelanta’s doctors hadn’t the proper medication to treat.

“Three new libraries have been opened in Spartanburg, Murfreesboro, and Troy,” she replied in a delicate voice. “The salvage crews have discovered additional books in fair enough condition to be housed in them, along with duplicate copies of volumes found in our capital library. Counting Marchland and River City, Verdancia now boasts six well-stocked public libraries.” A glow rose in her round cheeks. She fingered a light scarf that cascaded with color.

“Excellent,” Azaleen praised, though she wondered how many rural residents could read the books even if they wanted to.

“When the new school in Saltmarsh Reach begins its classes this fall, our kingdom will boast forty-six primary schools and ten gymnasiums for older children,” Rosalind continued. “According to our best reports, that’s more than any other Ashland nation—although, we can’t be certain about the Shattered Edge. We have so little contact with the Pacifica Confederation.” She lowered her gaze.

“Impressive, Secretary Keane.” Although Azaleen’s lips remained tight, she acknowledged Rosalind with a nod. “You have managed to double our number of schools in less than a decade.”

“Thank you, Madam Queen. If I may be so bold, there is the matter of funding for our capital’s proposed college, New Lyceum. The planning team has found a suitable building we can modify to accommodate the classrooms. The abandoned houses nearby can be repaired and turned into dormitories.”

“We simply do not have funds available,” Vera declared in a clipped tone.

“Queen Frost,” Rosalind addressed her in a more robust voice. “If our citizens aren’t taught factual history and continue to soak up fairytales, how will they learn not to repeat its mistakes? I know certain council members prefer the sanitized version that claims America was a blameless victim of foreign aggression, but—”

“Our parents and grandparents did not start that war!” General Stark thundered, his face reddening.

“Neither were they blameless,” Rosalind rebutted. “I’m old enough to remember.”

“Silence!” Azaleen held up a hand, her gaze sharp and unyielding. The tension in her neck and shoulders twisted tight enough already without listening to bickering advisors. She rubbed a throbbing vein in her temple.

“You are both correct. Our finances are stretched to their limits, and securing medical supplies and fostering a healthier population take precedence.” With an empathetic glance at Rosalind, she added softly, “You know this.” She lifted her gaze, scanning the circle. “As for history, we must never bury facts simply because they are unpleasant. Speaking of unpleasant things, General Stark? What news from the borderlands?”

“Our spies report more rumors from the Iron Wastes,” he stated. He’d removed his worn, patched, olive green uniform coat, and his hat, pinned with his rank, lay in his lap, revealing neat, trimmed salt and pepper hair. “President Irons, the blowhard who talks out of both sides of his mouth, proclaims peace from the podium, yet plots to attack us in secret. He wants our food, our arable land, and he’s got most citizens of the Red River Republic believing in this Doctrine of Manifest Destiny he dredged up from the 1800s.”

Azaleen wanted to roll her eyes. She would have, had she not been presiding over an official meeting. No doubt, Vera would include it in her notes. While she’d never met her rival in person, she’d read some of his speeches and seen his likeness in the newspaper. Thank both the old and new gods that Grandfather had friends at The Atlanta Journal-Constitution. Five years after the ruin, they ventured back to Old Atlanta, got into the basement, and salvaged the ancient, iron, hand-operated presses. Brought back barrels of ink too. With no working radios, no television, no holograms, and no towers left to speak from, the printed word was king.

“The good part is,” Stark continued, “that he has no way of getting large numbers of troops across the Mother River without us spotting them and sinking their vessels before they hit our shores. I got a pigeon from Marchland just this morning. They’re disappointed the medicine didn’t arrive, as they’re suffering from an early malaria outbreak, but the troops are in good spirits, thanks to the musicians you commissioned for entertainment.”

Shipments sent in horse-drawn wagons over long, cracked ribbons of highways, once traversed in mere hours, were constantly at risk and often disrupted. Convoys had to detour around blast craters, and, if the road-clearing crews slacked off at their jobs, kudzu would take over, obscuring the roadway with relentless foliage. I’m grateful for the musicians. At least they seem to be taking the soldiers’ minds off their aches and pains.

“Skirmishes on the northern borderlines—warg, wildlings, bandits, a few mutants—but there always are. We’re doing our best to keep them out, but we can’t build a wall, and the troops are spread thin.”

Azaleen nodded—things she already knew. “Do you need more guns?” she asked, despite suspecting his answer.

Stark licked his lips and rubbed the back of his neck. “Guns aren’t the problem; we have more of ‘em than soldiers to hold them. It’s ammunition that’s in scarce supply. Still, I reckon our few cannons and the old-fashioned catapults and trebuchets we’ve got stationed up and down the river’ll keep those Iron Realm would-be invaders at bay.” He slapped his thighs with a satisfied expression.

“Thank you, General.” Azaleen shifted her attention to Diplomacy Secretary Camille Navarro. “Is there anything you can do to keep Luther Irons and his Iron Army at bay?”

The youngest advisor on the queen’s council, Camille was an attractive, mixed-race, Latina and Creole woman, fluent in English, Spanish, French, and Hausa. A daffodil sleeveless blouse, whose open collar drew Azaleen’s unbidden attention to the beads of sweat lingering there, contrasted with her dusky skin. Azaleen tamped the thought, refocusing. It had been too long; it would be longer.

Mixed race was so common in Verdancia that few citizens could trace a racially pure lineage. Although Azaleen’s fair skin, blue eyes, and palest blonde hair suggested the absence of Black, Hispanic, or Native genes, nobody cared. The only race that mattered here was the human race—mutants didn’t count.

Camille’s father had been King Edric’s ambassador to the West African Coalition, and, as a young woman, she’d spent five years abroad. Azaleen had not picked her based on her alluring beauty, but on her qualifications.

“I’ve met with his diplomats several times over the past year,” Camille reminded her.

“A waste of time!” Stark interrupted. “They lie and say whatever Irons commands.”

Camille pivoted, regarding the general with polished grace. “Indubitably. However, I’m no fool. It’s how they say it and what they leave out that informs us all we need to know. And if you’ve any delusions about a preemptive strike, remember, that kilometers-wide river—with its bayous and swamps—presents the same barrier to our troops as it does to the Iron Realm’s. I’ve concluded that our efforts are best spent courting the favor of AlgonCree.”

“The Frostlands?” questioned Silas Beaudean, his brows shooting up in surprise. “Don’t they just huddle around in igloos, sustaining themselves on seals and blubber?”

“Hardly!” Camille looked appalled. Stark laughed. Rosalind buried her face in her palm.

Azaleen pinned her agriculture secretary with an icy stare. “The AlgonCree are the most prosperous of all the post-war nations of Ashland, based on my reports. In the past decades, the snows have lessened, and they enjoy a reasonable growing season. Additionally, their government is stable and trustworthy. Twelve years ago, when King Edric Frost sent a trade delegation, they established an agreement with the AlgonCree to trade our corn and soybeans for their handcrafted wood and leather goods. Our merchants brought home enough fine bows to equip most of our fighting men and women. They traded fairly and honored the arrangement.”

“Precisely,” Camille agreed. “We all know Appalachia is an isolationist nation—xenophobic to the core—and, quite frankly, unstable. I’ve been there. Talked to them. Listened. But the AlgonCree are resilient, like us, peaceful, and reasonable people. A powerful alliance—”

“A military alliance,” Stark inserted, sudden interest beaming on his face.

“We’d have leverage dealing with Irons,” Azaleen concluded. War was the last thing she wanted—but two against one? That changed the odds.

“More research into their customs and beliefs is warranted,” suggested Rosalind. “We don’t want to make a diplomatic misstep that might alienate our chances of becoming allies.”

“A trip to the far north will be expensive,” Vera pointed out. “We’ll need to raise more capital. Were you considering travel by ship or risking taking hot air balloons over the mountains?”

“Either way, you chance crashing or washing up onto Core Cult land,” Stark added, a worry wrinkle dampening his enthusiasm.

“The matter requires further study and planning, as Secretary Keane has stated.” Azaleen turned to Silas. “And what are our crop projections for this year?”

“After last year’s boll weevil and corn rust, I put out a decree that all crop fields must be rotated. It took a monumental moving of equipment and laborers, but we managed, and almost every field has been planted in a different crop than it grew last summer. We also added three thousand acres divided between oats, potatoes, and cow pastures. Five thousand reclaimed acres have been planted with trees, mixed deciduous and pine, and thirty additional catfish ponds were dug over the winter.”

At least something survived in the muck. Azaleen thought. I suppose they’re safe to eat after nearly fifty years.

“Barring drought or flooding, we should expect a bumper crop—plenty to trade with the Frostlands for whatever we need,” Silas concluded.

Medicine, Azaleen thought. But do they have any? Does anyone?

Rising, the queen moved to the map. “Gather around.”

The secretaries did as they were bidden, peering at the immense table in curiosity.

“Here we are.” She pointed to Nelanta and the raised hump of Stone Mountain. “Across the vast river, teeming with alligators, snakes, and radiated fish monstrosities, lies our antagonist—President Luther Irons and his fake republic. He has more guns, yes—but not more ammo. More soldiers, but fewer farmers. More land—most of it scorched desert. Bottom line, river or no river, they want our food. Over here,” she directed their attention with a pointing stick, “is Appalachia. Right now, they’re feeding their smaller population, and just want to be left alone. How long will that last? They won’t even receive our ambassador because we aren’t ‘pure.’ We don’t bow down to their computer under the mountain and worship it like a god.”

Silas rolled his eyes, shook his head, and let out a sigh.

“Over here, to their west—the Burnt Plains.” Azaleen aimed her pointing stick at a flat, barren spot. “While there might be pockets of civilization hiding in the region, it’s mostly wild and dangerous. Decades of fires and drought turned much of the land into a dust bowl, while annual flooding from a sprawling river without levees has turned the rest of it into mosquito-infested marshlands. I’ve seen mutated species explorers brought back with them—glowing frogs the size of a cat, two-headed lizards, and carnivorous plants.”

Vera recoiled, wrinkling her nose, as if she found the mental images repugnant. Rosaland, on the other hand, leaned forward in keen interest.

“Far to the other side, the Shattered Coast, home to the Confederation of Pacifica,” the queen continued. “We don’t know much about them since we can’t get there. My grandfather told me about airplanes that flew through the sky, steel bullet trains, and automobiles. You’ve seen some of them—nothing but rusted-out shells stacked up on crumbling concrete lots. Grandfather said, when the bombs came, they emitted a special energy wave that destroyed anything electronic. Since all those vehicles were built with computers, and the computers were fried in the blasts, they’ll never work again. All we have are some antiques—old Jeeps, trucks, and motorcycles rigged to run on ethanol products instead of water or hydrogen fuel cells. So, we’ve no way to get there.”

She paused and tapped the end of her stick on the Frostlands to the far north. “If we’re to win the AlgonCree’s favor, this is where we must go.”

Irons was up to something—she knew it. Is he building pontoon bridges? Bribing borderland raiders to fight for him? Raising a navy?

“But that’s past the Dead Coast,” Rosalind said, concern etched in her expression, “the radioactive area where nothing can live. Nothing good ever comes back.”

“I know,” Azaleen admitted. “It’s a wasteland stretching between Appalachia and AlgonCree. I don’t know anyone who’s been there and returned to speak of it.”

“I have.”

A voice she didn’t recognize. Azaleen spun—hand instinctively brushing the knife sheathed beneath her kaftan. A stranger.


Chapter three
Copper, Coal, and Cults


In the War Room stood a tall Black man, older than the queen but still in his physical prime. Clad in rugged adventurer garb, he radiated a cocky ease, standing with hands planted on his hips like he owned the place.

“Guards!” Azaleen called, glaring at the intruder. “How did you get past my sentries?”

General Stark spun, fists tightening at his sides.

“I have skills.” Sweeping his hat from his bald head, the man bowed gallantly. Upon rising, he added, “Skills you may wish to have in your service.”

Four guards wearing leather vests and green identifying sashes rushed in, pikes in hand. “Yes, Queen Frost. You called?” the leader asked. They all halted, snapping to attention, boot heels clicking.

Azaleen studied the stranger, wariness edging her sharp gaze. “Who are you, and why shouldn’t I send you to the gallows as a spy or would-be assassin?”

“My name is Desmond Shaw, and your map is missing an important town.”

With the armed soldiers in the room, Azaleen’s tension eased just enough to step back, clearing a path to the table. “Pray tell, where exactly is this supposed missing town?”

She bristled at his claim. Her father had kept the map scrupulously current, and, since his death, she’d done the same. Yet, however rude and presumptuous the newcomer, the queen never turned away knowledge.

Shaw strolled around the table to the Dead Coast, picked up a marker tile, and set it in the hills to the west, a short distance north of Appalachia’s proclaimed border. The room stilled, all eyes flicking from the tile marker to the man who’d placed it.

“It’s called Coppertown,” he said. “I discovered it while searching for my lost father when I was a young man of eighteen.”

“Wait,” ordered the general. He stepped between Desmond and Azaleen. “Your father made it that far north?”

“Pardon me,” he said with a suave smile, bowing, touching his fingers to his heart. “I presumed you wished for the short version. My lovely wife is always chastising me for being too presumptuous.”

Azaleen quirked a brow at him, leveling her pointing stick in his direction. “First, tell us why this Coppertown is valuable enough to mark on my map, and then I’ll decide if your story is worth our time.”

Desmond Shaw struck her as a snake oil salesman—a little too slick. She scrutinized his every move, watching for his glossy exterior to crack. The nearby guards held their position.

“It’s in a secluded valley surrounded by the Pocono Mountains, shielded from the nuclear blasts that destroyed the large cities,” he began. “They’ve reopened the old coal mines.”

“Coal?” Rosalind questioned in surprise. “You mean that horrid black stuff that was banned nearly a century ago for all the sooty smoke it put into the air?”

“Precisely,” Shaw confirmed. “They use it to melt down metals and recast them into usable items—tools, pipes, weapons, construction materials. They’re manufacturing everything from pots and pans to swords and shields.”

“Bullets?” Stark asked, his tension easing as curiosity drew him closer.

Desmond shook his head. “No gunpowder. Still, it’s an independent municipality we might want to trade with.”

Azaleen glared at him with an icy distrust. “We? You mentioned something about being from Appalachia, and why, exactly, did you stealth your way into my council chambers uninvited?”

“I beg your pardon, Queen Frost.” He held out empty palms at his sides. “Word travels fast within the capital—capitol guard to miller to a neighbor—that Franklin Pickett has gone missing. I’m here to offer my services as your secretary of procurement.”

Absurd! Does he think he can simply waltz in here and charm his way onto my council? Secretary chairs aren’t bought or traded like melons in the market.

“What impudence!” Vera’s nose wrinkled as though the very sight of him offended her.

“Arrogant, aren’t you?” Azaleen decided he deserved a reprimand. Still, she needed to learn more from him. She wouldn’t let her impressions impede the acquisition of information.

“I don’t mean to be, Your Excellency.” He bowed again, this time removing his leather outback hat.

“Why don’t we all sit down?” Azaleen coolly suggested. “There’s an empty chair between Secretaries Keane and Sutherland. General Stark.” She sent him a glance to stand down. “Let’s hear your story, especially the part about why I’ve never met you.” She took her seat, followed by the general and the flamboyant newcomer. He could be a spy. No, much too obvious. A conman? A grifter?

“Thank you, Queen Frost.” Desmond made himself comfortable, propped a foot over his knee, and dropped his hat into his lap. “I was born four years before the War of Ruin—what the cultists call The Great Correction—in a small rural community along the Youghiogheny River in what’s now the northern edge of Appalachia. With no targets nearby, we hardly knew a war was happening until the power grid collapsed, destroyed by EMP waves from the mega bombs.”

Azaleen listened, weighing his testimony against what her parents had described. She was aware that a plethora of electronics once did everything from produce light to transmit information around the world in the blink of an eye. Now they had candles and pigeons.

“What I mostly remember from that time was my family hiding out in caves and old mine shafts so raiders wouldn’t kill us, and everybody being terrified. By the time I was ten, we were back on our farm, living in our old house again. One day, white-robed missionaries showed up proclaiming the good news of the Oracle. They said we were now part of a new country called Appalachia and that the Oracle would take care of us and tell us what to do to be safe. After years of uncertainty and hardship, that’s all anybody wanted. Most of the community embraced the message. Some of the young people went with them to study in the capital city, Clover Hollow.”

“That’s where the computer core is supposed to be,” Stark commented. “But I’d always thought it was just propaganda spread by the ruling oligarchy.”

“No, it’s there,” Desmond stated gravely.

Azaleen detected a hint of fear in his eyes.

“But returning to the story, my father had gone north on a business trip and wasn’t at home the Day the Sky Fell. When I turned eighteen, my cousins and I struck out across the border in search of him, in case he’d survived.” He paused, lowered his chin, and released a breath. “We didn’t find him; we found Coppertown instead.”

It must be hard not knowing, Azaleen thought. She knew how and when her brother, then her father, died. She had been at their sides, buried them, mourned their losses. If this story were true, Desmond’s family wouldn’t have had that closure. Did they hold out hope still?

“And they have functional forges producing metalworks?” Silas asked.

“I swear.” Desmond’s voice sounded truthful. “After we returned home with only a few pots and pans and a couple of sharp machetes to show for it, I met Jamila, the love of my life. She didn’t like that I’d started making salvage runs, since it was such risky business, but she didn’t leave me. Then word arrived from the capital. The Ministry passed a new law that all marriages in the country would forever be arranged by the Oracle. The Oracle knew best.” He bit the words through clenched teeth, his grip tightening on the arms of his chair.

Sabine’s jaw dropped; it was the first time she’d spoken since the meeting began. “Are you saying people are forced to marry computer-chosen partners, not their desired ones?”

Desmond nodded. “Most folks near the capital were all-in on the Core Cult by then, so they didn’t care. They had been brainwashed to believe the Oracle knew best, only Jamila and I weren’t buying it. We made a bold move to flee Appalachia and travel south through the dangerous borderlands to Verdancia. It wasn’t easy to leave everything we knew behind, and, if we’d been caught, we would have been dragged to Clover Hollow for ‘reindoctrination.’” He shook his head. “We knew some folks it happened to. Anyway, we said goodbye and never looked back. That was over twenty years ago. Our oldest is nearly grown now.”

“If you’ve been here so long, what have you been doing?” asked the general. He was as suspicious as Azaleen.

“We spent our first winter in a small village on Lake Jocassee, where I made a living hunting and fishing. But when the hamlet was attacked by warg and mutants—you don’t want to get bit by one of those,” he emphasized, “we moved on, following old roads. We arrived in Nelanta three years after leaving home with Jamila pregnant. I worked at a cotton gin, then a waterwheel mill, but we wanted our own farm. After our third child was born, I got back into the salvage business—even did a few runs for Pickett. I made the money to buy a homestead, fix it up, and have a place to raise our children.”

Azaleen studied him—his calloused hands, faint scars, the lean strength coiled beneath his dark skin.

“Do you have references?” Vera asked, brows narrowing at Desmond.

“Indeed.” He produced a folded packet of papers.

“Chief Fontaine,” Azaleen requested. “Please take Mr. Shaw’s papers and follow up with his references.”

“Yes, my queen.”

As Sabine walked around the circle to collect the papers, Desmond continued. “I’ve fought the glowing-eyed warg, the senseless, albino mutants, and gangs of ruthless raiders. I’ve crossed rivers, avoided red zones—even crossed through a few when necessary. I can operate a small craft, a hot-air balloon, and ride a motorcycle or horse with equal ease. What’s more important, I know where to find things. Useful things. Things our kingdom needs. Now, I know you might think I’m a spy, sent here by the Ministry to learn your weaknesses,” he admitted casually. “But who plays a game that long? Would I wait twenty years just to stroll into the Capitol Building? Check my references, my former employers. Appalachia might have been the land of my birth, but Verdancia granted me freedom.”

“I will do that, Mr. Shaw,” Azaleen proclaimed. “Leave directions on where to find you with my chief of staff, and we’ll get back to you. Guards,” she directed with a flick of her wrist. “See our guest out. And Mr. Shaw. The next time you break into this building, you’ll be put under arrest. Is that clear?”

“Abundantly.” With a gallant bow, Desmond swept his hat back onto his head and swaggered out.

“Can you believe that man?” Vera was incensed.

“I don’t know,” Camille countered thoughtfully. “What he said lines up with what I’ve heard of Appalachia. It makes perfect sense that he’d flee.”

“Historically, governmental regimes have frequently used religion to manipulate their populace,” Rosalind confirmed. “When King Frost and his advisors were drawing up our constitution, one thing I fervently insisted upon was that Verdancia uphold freedom of religion.”

Azaleen recalled the stressful time. King Edric was under pressure from various groups to name a state religion for unification purposes. But her mother and a much younger Rosalind remained in lockstep in favor of religious freedom. As a child, she’d asked her frail but beautiful mother which religion was the right one. “All and none.” As a child, Azaleen hadn’t understood her mother’s answer; as a queen, she now did.

“We’ll find out what Desmond Shaw is really about,” Azaleen concluded with a flick of her hand. “Meeting dismissed.”


Chapter four
Beneath the Frost


Brooding over the missing secretary, the Iron Menace, and the interruption of her council session, Azaleen walked briskly across the street to her residence, Sabine close at her side for company.

“I’ll vet him thoroughly,” Sabine vowed, “along with the short list I’d already made.”

“He has a rogue’s arrogance,” the queen grumbled. Her shoulders ached. Her temples throbbed. A bath might help.

“And a rogue’s charm,” Sabine added, half-teasing. “Azaleen, dear,” she addressed once the door to the world had closed. “I’ve noticed your mood of late, and there’s no shame in needing some release. I can arrange a discreet evening for you with a partner sworn to secrecy.”

“What are you suggesting?” Azaleen rounded on Sabine, her face flushed with embarrassment. “That I use somebody like a prostitute?”

“Not at all,” Sabine swore as they moved deeper into the Frost family home.

Clean lines and artistic flourishes whispered of old elegance, now tempered by survival. While not as enormous and opulent as the building that served as the fledgling nation’s capital, the architecture was similar, characterized by red brick, white columns, a grand staircase, tall windows, balconies, and fireplaces.

The city had a safe water supply—at last—and pumping stations powered by windmills assured water reached homes and businesses. They did not guarantee steady pressure, but the toilets, bathtubs, and sinks worked most of the time. A delicious aroma floated in through an open window from the outdoor kitchen, filling Azaleen with a sense of home.

“Azaleen, do you know how many admirers you have, people who would be honored to assist you, relieve a small amount of tension that the demands of your office thrust upon you?” Sabine stopped, peering at her with compassion. “I can count at least a dozen who I’ve already vetted, who’ve pre-signed nondisclosure agreements, both men and women eager to please you.”

Azaleen leaned against an ivory-colored wall, taking in a deep breath. She rubbed her neck, moving it slowly from side to side. “That might be, but I can’t afford the risk. Maybe a masseuse. It’s more important for you to research Desmond Shaw and compare his qualifications to the other candidates. Foolish Pickett! I still can’t believe it.”

“Mom!”

Two excited boys burst through the front door, each with a backpack and a cheerful grin.

“Caelen, Eldrin.” Allowing a smile, Azaleen greeted her sons with hugs. Eldrin, the sixteen-year-old tow-headed boy as tall as she was, rolled his eyes and groaned, but didn’t push her away. Younger sweet Caelen, blooming with light brown curls, kissed her cheek.

“Look what I made, Mom!” he exclaimed. Taking a step back, he pulled a fine-looking hand axe from his belt. “We made them in crafting today. We took old, rusty hatchet heads and soaked them in acid. Our instructor showed us how to use the flywheel lathe that we pumped with a foot to turn a planed chunk of wood into this nice handle. We sanded them, coated them with varnish, and, when they dried, we secured the heads and sharpened them on a big wheel. Look!” He thrust the top end of the weapon/tool into Azaleen’s face, forcing her to retreat a step. “First, we glued the heads on, then we hammered in a nail with this metal disk to ensure it won’t come off. See?” He made a few chopping motions to demonstrate.

“And your teacher wasn’t concerned about students cutting their legs off?” She quirked a brow at her enthusiastic boy.

He shook his head and laughed. “Silly, Mom. Of course not.”

“Why don’t you go show it to Nana, only no demonstrations, please?”

“Yeah!” Caelen dropped his backpack and raced into Nana’s first-floor room, Sabine following in case Azaleen’s mother was having a bad day.

“And what did you do at school today?” Azaleen asked Eldrin.

“All the usual stuff,” he shrugged. “We’re reading Moby Dick. Some of the words are hard, old-timey-like, but it gave me the idea that Verdancia needs some big, tall-masted ships like the Pequod.”

“General Stark and I have discussed plans to build a shipyard,” she replied, resting an arm around Eldrin’s shoulder. She walked with him toward the back door, knowing in two seconds he’d be asking for food. “But it’s a process and will take a while to complete. How do you like the book?”

“It’s exciting, Captain Ahab chasing the whale and all. Mom, have you ever seen a sperm whale?” His bright blue eyes and fair face mirrored her own.

“No, sweetie. I’ve never seen a whale at all,” Azaleen admitted. “I’ve seen pictures, though.”

“Do you think they’re really giant, like Moby Dick?”

“Maybe.” Azaleen wondered how the creatures of the oceans fared, if whales still existed. When she had been a little girl, dead, deformed fish, missing eyes or scales, washed up on the beaches, leaving behind a sour, unforgettable stench. In recent years, fishers brought in catches that were safe to eat. But what of the deep-sea creatures? Azaleen didn’t know.

“You do realize that book isn’t about ships and whales, but about the danger of obsession, don’t you?”

Eldrin shrugged. “I’m hungry.”

With a laugh, Azaleen patted her son’s shoulder and steered him through the open doorway onto the back porch. “Good afternoon, Maggie. Is something ready for this bottomless pit to devour?”

The mixed-race woman, younger than herself, laughed. “Indeed. Come, Prince Eldrin. Let’s fix you a plate.” Magnolia Dawes wiped her hands on her apron and offered a half-curtsy.

“Me too!” called Caelen as he raced around the corner, nearly knocking his mom over.

“You’ve raised fine boys, Your Excellency,” Maggie praised. “I see their father in them more every day.”

Azaleen’s smile thinned, but she nodded as she recalled the successive line of male deaths in her family. Her brother, Captain Thalen Frost, had been the first, only twenty-two. That’s when Dad insisted she wed a proper husband from an important family—just in time to ward off a feud with the Calders of Highcrest Hall. Grandfather Wynn Frost was next to go. Despite the political nature of their marriage, Azaleen was sad when Aren Calder died in the subsequent outbreak of the plague that also claimed her father’s life. He didn’t get a monument like her war-hero brother Thalen. Who wants to remember a plague? Suddenly, there she was—a widowed mother of two being crowned queen amid the tragedy of loss. She’d never had a chance to mourn either of them.

“I’d better start interviewing Shaw’s references before it gets dark,” Sabine said as she joined Azaleen in the doorway, rousting her from her thoughts. Two peach trees in the backyard were laden with tiny green balls, the beginnings of a bumper crop, as Silas had predicted. Flowers and tomato vines bloomed, bees buzzing happily around them.

“Yes, thank you,” she said by way of dismissal. “Give my best to Jimmy and the girls.”

While her sons piled food onto plates, Azaleen closed her eyes, breathing it in—peace, peaches, and her sons—even if just for an instant.

Opening her eyes, she glanced up to admire her view of the historic Stone Mountain. It had endured many wars, countless changes in humanity—the injustice of slavery, the birth and death of the Confederacy, the rise of the New South, the fulfillment of Martin Luther King Jr.’s dream, the horrors of annihilation—yet still it stood, proud and immovable. How many more centuries would it witness? Would her society rise or fall? She realized the answer rested on every decision she made.

From Root, Resilience.


Chapter five
Leaves on the Wind


Saltmarsh Reach, Southeastern shore of Verdancia

Lark stood poised in the tall reeds, her arrow notched, bowstring drawn. A flap of wings, and she let it fly, slicing through the humid air to hit its mark. Before the duck struck the surface of the shallows, she’d loosed a second. Sam, the brown and white speckled pointer, bounded through the soggy vegetation to ensure no opportunistic alligator or bobcat made off with them. In wading boots, Lark splashed after him.

Somewhere between Old Savannah and New Charleston stood Saltmarsh Reach, a village stitched together from the bones of storms. Refugees from north and south along the battered coast had migrated to this patchwork of marsh and inlet, where ocean fingers met river veins to form a living tapestry—half wild, half harvested. Bald cypress, red maple, and sweet bay magnolias shaded the brackish wetlands, where honeysuckle tangled in the air over the salt and silt. Fish and small game were plentiful, as were cattails, watercress, chickweed, dandelion, and wild rice. Deer had returned alongside otters and beavers, which continued to thrive, feeding a community that had grown to over eight hundred residents.

“Good job, Sam,” Lark said, rubbing the dog’s ears. His tongue lolled, his happy eyes gleaming up at her. She secured the ducks’ feet with a cord and slung them over her shoulder, beside her quiver and bow. “Now, let’s get these home for Gramma to cook for supper before a moccasin or gator comes along.” The dog dutifully trotted ahead on the trail home, alert for danger—or an interesting smell.

With long legs and boundless energy, Lark Sutter easily matched Sam’s pace. She’d climbed trees since she was four, paddled a canoe since eight, and hunted alone since twelve. Now, at twice that age, she was Saltmarsh Reach’s best shot and unmatched acrobat. Gramma had won quite a stash betting on her at the spring and fall games. A tan, lean woman with short brunette hair and tawny eyes, Lark was a potluck of genetics—part Cherokee, German, Puerto Rican, Irish, and who knew what else? She fit right in with the hodgepodge of her neighbors.

Breeze-shivered Spanish moss clung to centuries-old oaks like drifting ghosts as they neared the village stretched along the banks of Split Root River. Shipping crates, shattered piers, old RVs, and driftwood were reimagined into homes. Windmills groaned. Children ran barefoot across tide-smoothed boards. Chickens clucked, dogs barked, crows cawed, and a redheaded woodpecker hammered away on the side of a dying tree. It might not be as fabulous as Nelanta or New Charleston, but it was home—the only home Lark had ever known.

She passed a woodcutter’s cottage and an expansive field on her way into town. The gruff farmer didn’t look up from his plow, pulled through the mud by a flea-bitten pair of bony geldings. A portion of the corn, guarded by stuffed coveralls with a potato sack head, had already sprouted in happy, green rows. A rooster strutted alongside his brood of hens, and three goats, bells tinkling, raced by, giving Sam a wide berth.

“There you are!” Bryn shouted, abandoning her tattered ball and sprinting toward Lark. “Gramma’s waiting on those ducks.” The ten-year-old Black girl stopped to rub her hands over Sam and accept his affectionate licks.

“She knows hunting takes longer than gathering,” Lark replied. “Where are the other ingredients she asked for?”

“I got them,” Bryn answered, stretching back to her full height. She waved a hand at the group of children playing in the packed dirt road. “I’ve gotta run. See y’all later.” They waved back and returned their focus to the ball.

“Are Tommy and Milena home?” Lark asked. Bryn fell in line beside her, reaching a small hand up to take hers.

“Tommy’s still out on the river, fishing with Leif, and Milena’s helping her mother with a patchwork quilt they’re makin’ for Gramma’s birthday. They said, ‘Just because Inez can’t see is no reason she shouldn’t have the pertiest blanket in the whole dang town.’” Tight corkscrews flared from her head like an onyx halo, dancing as she moved, while smoky quartz eyes beamed up at Lark.

“She’ll love it.” She grinned at the skinny girl bounding beside her. Gramma wasn’t only the oldest person in town, but one of the most revered. Her seventy-sixth birthday, a week away, was cause for celebration. Gramma Inez Carvalho Sutter, Lark’s dad’s mother, had insisted the village go to no fuss or bother, that before the war folks regularly lived past a hundred—seventy-six was nothing. But to the people of Saltmarsh Reach, it was momentous. The very young and old were always hit hardest—by outbreaks, by storms, and by hunger. Yet when the hardships that had winnowed out others of Inez’s generation battered the coastal communities, she weathered them like a mighty oak, roots secure and branches strong. Given her blindness, Gramma had become even more admired, a source of hope and inspiration, a fountain of wisdom. Gramma Inez served as town historian, the area’s foremost storyteller. Lark wondered which tale she’d share at dinner tonight.

Around a corner, the familiar sight of home came into view. On a short rise, just a stone’s throw from Split Root River—a lazy, muddy, sprawling body of water that drained into the Atlantic with hundreds of sister streams—rested two rusty shipping containers arranged in an “L” shape. They’d been joined at the corners to create two adjoining living and storage spaces. Between them, secured with metal hooks and tight rigging, fluttered an expansive tarp, shading the main outdoor living area during summer. Rustic benches and chairs lined the steel walls, the double doors flung wide. Gramma stood in the kitchen, tucked safely into the corner, sorting and chopping the herbs and greens Bryn had gathered. The galley consisted of a wooden prep table, a water pump with buckets, an insulated cooler with a top-opening lid, a charcoal grill, a proper firepit—iron kettle hanging above—and an oven fashioned from reclaimed bricks and clay. The pump brought water from cisterns on the roof down, rather than groundwater up, through salvaged PVC pipes. While untainted by nuclear radiation, the water table here was so high that the sea seeped in, making it too salty to be palatable, although, during periods of drought, farmers would use it to water crops and orchards.

The entire outdoor terrace rested on sturdy metal sheets raised sixteen centimeters off the ground to prevent flooding from tropical rains. Similar structures lined the river, interspersed with wooden huts, mud-brick abodes, and reconstituted motor homes, creating a tapestry of old and new, drab and colorful.

“There’s my girls,” Gramma sang out. “It’s about time. How many did you get?”

Bryn ran, hopped onto the terrace, and raced to hug the elderly woman, her gray hair twisted into a loose bun. “How do you always know who it is?”

An orphan child, they’d found Bryn in a small craft that washed into the inlet after a storm eight years ago. She was too small and shaken to say what had happened or even where she was from. Gramma Inez immediately volunteered to take the little girl into their family. It was right after Lark and Leif’s father had joined the queen’s army and left for Marchland, far to the west. Sensing Gramma sought a distraction from worrying about her last living son’s safety, Lark and her little brother had gladly welcomed the toddler to the family. She said her name was Bryn, so that’s what they called her.

Gramma winked, brushing a finger to the side of her nose. “I know the rhythm of your walks, how you smell, the subtle whispers from the trees, calling, ‘Bryn is coming. Lark is near.’”

Bryn laughed. Sam trotted to his water bowl, lapping a sloppy mouthful, before settling onto his dusty, threadbare dog bed.

“Two mallards,” Lark answered, swinging them onto the sturdy prep table.

“No, no,” Gramma scowled. “Take those messy ducks out back and clean ‘em up for me, will ya? We’re not runnin’ a buzzard buffet. Then wash off that bear grease. How are we supposed to enjoy a delicious meal with you stinkin’ to high heavens?”

“No sass out of you, old woman,” Lark teased, brushing a kiss to Inez’s wrinkled cheek. “Who taught me to use it to keep the bugs off to begin with? Now I get what for just doing what you told me?”

“Go on, smarty-pants.” Gramma waved her hands in a shooing motion. “Clean those birds and scrub your hide. You’ll scare off the neighbors smellin’ like that. Garlic. Eat more garlic! Keeps the bugs off and wards away bad suitors. Worked for me,” she added with a cheeky wink.

“Yes, Gramma,” Lark called as she hauled the ducks around to a cleaning table under a tree twenty meters behind their house.

A few hours later, Lark’s friends, Tommy and Milena, joined her family on the covered terrace for dinner. Tommy brought grits and oysters, while Milena supplied a fruity plum wine.

“Mrs. Sutter, how did you prepare this duck?” Milena asked, a curious expression on her creamy face. The young woman’s golden-brown tresses flowed around her shoulders in carefree fashion, catching Lark’s eye. It shone like a sunbeam on the river and must feel divine to the touch. Despite Lark’s secret crush, Milena’s romantic feelings were all reserved for Tommy. “It doesn’t taste greasy at all.”

“Patience, my dear,” Gramma replied. “You must patiently render the fat away on low heat before roasting. My secret seasonings also help. Your winemakin’s come a long way,” she added pleasantly. “This batch don’t taste like boot polish.”

“I employed patience,” Milena echoed with a shy grin. “Let it sit in the root cellar for a year before opening, and—believe me—that wasn’t easy. I so wanted to try it sooner, to see how it turned out. Thanks.”

“The grits are good,” Leif commented as he shoveled them in. Lark’s teenage brother was at an age where he could never get enough to eat.

“They’d better be,” Tommy laughed, “or my dad would be out of business.” Mr. Hayes owned the watermill where fall field corn was ground into grits and meal.

The late afternoon sun glistened on the gurgling water as a pleasant breeze puffed in, ruffling Lark’s hair, home cut about chin length. Her attention shifted as the sound of a voice floated in, carried by the wind. “Post!” a man called. “Get your letters and copies of the Nelanta Beacon and Verdancian Voice!”

“I’ll go!” Leif leaped up and raced down to the dock like a panther after a hare.

“Do you think there’ll be a letter from your dad?” Bryn asked as she imitated Gramma’s daintier eating style.

“Maybe.” After that first year of heart-flips and disappointment, Lark stopped expecting letters. That way, when one came, she could allow herself a jolt of joy, rather than a sinking feeling of despair each week that one didn’t arrive. “But I always like reading the papers.”

“Which do you like best?” Tommy asked. “The Voice or the Beacon?”

“I like the Beacon better,” Milena replied. “The stories always have a more hopeful vibe to them. The Voice can often come across as grim and critical of Queen Frost.”

Lark frowned as she mixed her cut duck, greens, peppers, and grits altogether on her tin plate. It was irrational, she knew, but she’d always associated Queen Frost with her father leaving home to guard the nation. It’s not like Luther Irons and his crushing horde will ever make it all the way to the coast, she brooded silently.

When Leif returned, plodding rather than dashing, he dropped two rolled newspapers onto the table and plopped onto a bench.

“He’s very busy in Marchland,” Lark explained. “He can’t write to us every week. We always get the money he sends each month.”

Struggling to present a stiff upper lip, Leif squared his shoulders. “When I turn eighteen next year, I’m signing up. Then I’ll be out there with Dad, making a difference.”

“You can make a difference here,” Gramma reminded him. “Fightin’ isn’t the only way to contribute.”

“Yeah,” Tommy agreed. “People from all around bring their corn to our mill to grind it into grits and meal. We help feed people, and even soldiers need to be fed.”

“Neither does man live by bread alone,” Gramma reminded them. “Without culture and the arts, how are we different from the other animals that inhabit the earth? Remember when Roy wrote to us about the singers Queen Frost sent to entertain the troops? Their music uplifted everyone’s spirits. Lark, remember the folk song your mother used to sing?”

Lark nodded, a lump tightening in her chest at the memory of her mother. She had been gentle, kind, lovely—and she’d died.

“Sing it for us,” Milena requested. Glancing across at the soft expression on her friend’s face, Lark couldn’t deny her.

“I love that song,” Tommy agreed, reaching an arm around Milena.

Lark wished she were the one holding Milena—but her heart was knotted, tangled in years of love for them both.

She pushed her mostly empty plate aside and scooted her chair back from the table. After a cleansing sip of plum wine, she closed her eyes. With crickets and cicadas providing the accompaniment, Lark sang the words to a hauntingly beautiful melody.

“Leaves on the wind, not knowin’ where or when, they’ll come to rest again.

“Hearts on the sea, never knowin’ when they’ll be, swept to the shore again.

“The wind keeps on blowin’, the river don’t stop flowin’, the spirits are always knowin’,

“All’s reborn again.”

The second time through, everyone joined in. Dusk settled in with the music, pink streaks softening the sky as peace wrapped around them like a warm shawl. After the last note, Bryn declared, “That song sounds sad. Let’s sing a happy one!”

Milena laughed—priceless music to Lark’s ears.

Then a new sound—sharp, urgent, unmistakable. The alarm bell.


Chapter six
Stand at the Reach


Lark snapped into action mode, muscles taut, senses razor-sharp. She, Tommy, and Leif sprang from their rest in unison, racing for their weapons. The bell clanged louder—three long, three quick, three long. The old S.O.S., the pattern reserved to signal an attack.

Watch towers had been constructed along the coastline to warn the people of dangers long before Lark was born. Each bell pattern meant something: storm, ship, or invasion. This one meant war.

“Milena, watch over Bryn and Gramma,” Lark directed as she pulled her bow and quiver over her shoulder.

“Be careful!” Milena returned, voice strained. A glance over her shoulder—Bryn pressed tight to Milena’s side, arms locked around each other. Lark nodded, grabbed a machete, and dashed toward the bell’s brash alarm with Leif and Tommy.

Fighters poured in with axes, pitchforks, clubs, and pikes. One older man hefted a pump-action shotgun—four to six rounds, Lark estimated. While ammunition was scarce, if kept dry, it would last forever. By the time the militia, thirty-two strong, gathered at the tower, twilight was upon them. One in four held a torch in their off hand.

“Over there!” the sentry shouted, pointing. “No, they’re here!”

A motley coalition of swamp raiders and mutants descended on the town, swarming in from the western swamps. The raiders—men, women, and youths—wore leather, buckskin, and moccasins, each armed to kill. While vicious, wild, and disheveled, they were fully human, unlike their mutant counterparts. These albino creatures, even nightmares would shun, stood shorter and hunched, with sparse to no hair, jagged, rotten teeth, open sores, black splotches, and eerily glowing eyes. They were hyper-aggressive, with misfiring brains, claws for hands, and absolutely no fear. Everyone knew their bites carried disease and decay, so their threat must be eliminated first.

Lark braced, notched, and let fly at the lead mutant. The force of her arrow sent it reeling to the wet ground. The shotgun rang out amid the din. Smoke, fleeing residents, and the aggressors filled the west side of town. Lark focused her fire on the abominations, but there were too many. Soon, the militia found itself in hand-to-hand combat.

A muscular raider with a bushy brown beard barked orders. Lark zeroed in on him—forty meters away, in shadow between two shipping container homes. She ducked a club, spun, and slashed deep into her attacker’s back. Her eyes refocused on the lead raider. He motioned for a trio of mutants to follow.

Bizarre. She couldn’t think about that now. In the deep shadow between the metal boxes, her shot might miss. Setting her jaw, she coiled her muscles for a sprint.

Rushing past Leif, jabbing the pike Dad had given him into a foe, and Tommy, hacking off a mutant’s arm with his machete, Lark shouldered her bow, took her blade between her teeth, and sprang, catching the sides of the twin containers with her feet and hands like a giant spider. Up and across she scampered, her left hand and foot pressed to one wall and her right to the other. They never look up. It’s their first mistake.

By the time the lead raider twisted his head at the clang of her rapid approach, it was too late. She launched herself at him, jerking the bitter-tasting weapon from her mouth and slicing off his head in midair.

Lark landed in a crouch beside the bloody corpse. Scanned the area. Someone screamed. A mutant ripped the door off a defunct motor home while another snarled and waved its claws at a child up a tree. Rot slammed her senses—something closing behind her. Fast. Lark spun, her blade outstretched, chopping off a mutant attacker’s leg with the blow. It shrieked, tumbling to the ground. Up, bow and arrow at the ready. One arrow flew true into the ribcage of the raving hunchbacked albino. It staggered back, arms flailing, woman and creature howling. Lark fired again. Insurance.

Turning, she spotted a neighbor hacking the other poor madman to bits, the child in the tree safe. Darkness fell around her to the sounds of clanging metal, grunts, and screams. A murky orange glow from torchlight clung around the buildings like a luminescent fog. Lark raced past a wooden hut. The wide-eyed neighbor stood clutching an oar like a lifeline.

“Some went that way,” she said, pointing toward Mr. Hayes’ gristmill.

With a hasty nod, Lark took off in that direction. Salt-lucky as it was, a full moon crested the trees, casting silvery light on the road. Hayes’ mill stood on sunken pilings a meter above Split Root River, in case of flooding, while its massive water wheel dipped deep into the flowing waters. As she neared, she spotted lamplight coming from the windows. A woman yelled, “Hank!”

Had to be Tommy’s mom or sister. Hank Hayes was a powerful man, bigger than most in town, who could easily haul and toss fifty-pound bags of grain, but he was no warrior. She dug in, pushing harder, faster. A dark-haired human raider tumbled through the front door and down the steps, landing with a thud. Hank’s bulk filled the opening with a wooden baseball bat clutched in his grip like a modern-day Babe Ruth.

“Get outta here, you mud-mired, shell-cracked swamp rat, or I’ll knock your bloody head off!”

The fellow scrambled into the brush, kicking up loose soil as he made a hasty retreat. Lark skidded to a halt, flashing Mr. Hayes an admiring grin. “Mr. H—you sure sent him packing!”

“I protect my own.” With a satisfied smirk, he slapped the bat into his broad palm.

A noise. Lark glanced up. “Two more on your roof.” She swung her bow into her hands and notched an arrow. It missed, and the raiders skittered to the far side of the roof’s peak, facing the river. Lark grimaced.

Hank scowled. “I’m heading inside, upstairs. If they try to get in, I’ll bash ‘em.”

Lark knew Tommy’s dad, and, when he set his mind to something, it usually got done. In this case, she didn’t like him facing two-to-one odds. Unable to target the murderous thieves with her bow, she’d have to try something else. The wheel.

Bow over her shoulder and machete tucked into her belt, Lark ran around the mill and splashed into the lazy river, grabbed a bucket, and hung on. The two scraggly aggressors were too busy trying to find a way in to notice her. At the waterwheel’s highest point, she leaped off, landing lithely on the slanted roof. Both ruffians’ heads popped up in surprise.

For an instant, Lark hesitated. They weren’t unfortunate abominations, with no sense, desperate to survive; they were regular humans who chose this life, to attack settlements and villages, travelers and homesteaders, to steal and pillage that which they hadn’t worked to obtain. They didn’t care if they maimed or killed, as long as they got what they came for. Still, they were human. Did that make them more pitiable or more loathsome than the mutants? Lark had killed before in defense of her home; she’d do it again. But standing here in the moonlight, staring into the faces of a man and a woman who appeared by all rights normal, gave her a moment’s pause. Could that have ever been her? Might it still be, someday?

No. Lark clenched her teeth, narrowed her eyes, and drew her blade. If they ran, she’d let them go. But if they charged, she would cut them down. They charged.

Speed and dexterity were on Lark’s side. She flew to meet their advance, then dropped and rolled between them, slicing the man’s Achilles tendon with her machete. He stumbled, then dropped like a felled tree, writhing across the shingles, whimpering in pain. The woman, lean and spry, spun with a snarl, jabbing at her with a makeshift spear.

“Run away!” Lark hissed as they circled each other. A loose shingle slipped, sliding off the edge, splashing into the water.

“You first!” her enemy countered. She lunged, jabbed. Lark batted the polearm away with her machete.

The woman twirled, charged, and lunged, her weapon having the greater reach. Lark didn’t know why, but she didn’t want to kill her. Was it because she’d seen the hunger in her eyes, the haunted expression in her gaunt face? Because she reminded her of herself?

Rather than peel toward the ridge, let the marauder pass her, and spin into a powerful slice, removing a limb, head, or otherwise killing her, Lark rolled to the eave. Grabbing the gutter, she swung between the mill and the giant wheel, letting her momentum carry her around. She arced down with the wheel and sprang up behind her foe, shifted into a side stance, and thrust her foot in a powerful kick that sent the woman flying into the river below. Maybe someone else would kill her; maybe she’d swim away.

The woman’s curses rang in her ears as she walked back to the disabled raider who dragged himself across the roof.

“Kill me already!” he roared, his scruffy face screwed up in pain. “I can’t walk. I’ll never walk again.”

“Let’s just hope you can swim.” Lark gave him a robust kick, and he rolled off the roof, splashing into the water with his partner in crime.

“You OK up there?” Hank stuck his head through a window, peering up at her, swathed in moonlight.

“Yeah. You?”

“All good.”

Lark glanced back toward the town. It swarmed like an upturned ant hill—chaos, cries, movement everywhere, but the sounds of battle had subsided. Suddenly, she had so many questions. Maybe Gramma will know.

She rode the wheel down, climbed onto the bank, and trotted down the dirt road into the distressed crowds of people.

“We sure sent them off with their tails between their legs!” exclaimed a middle-aged White man she knew as Johnny.

“Daphney’s hurt!” shouted Morgan, a Black woman, Lark’s father’s age. People scurried about, searching for loved ones, cries of joy or grief when they were found. But some weren’t as lucky. Neighbors and family members had been hurt, some severely. Prayers were voiced, vicious words of blame hurled. A passerby spat on a dead raider, jabbing his body with a shovel handle.

“Kimble, why’d you get yourself into that fight?” scolded a young man’s mother. “You’re lucky you were only grazed by that blade! Let the militia handle raiders next time.”

Residents trudged through the distasteful task of loading dead invaders’ bodies into a wagon, but most were afraid to touch the mutants.

“It’s all right.”

Lark’s gaze tracked to Gramma as Leif walked with her into the town square.

“If you wear gloves and bathe promptly, it’s OK to touch them,” Inez declared with conviction. “They aren’t contagious. Just don’t let a claw or tooth scratch you.”

Sighs of relief wound through the crowd.

“Are you sure?” Johnny asked, expressing doubt.

“Back when the bombs fell and radiation spread, those directly hit died instantly. Folks a little farther away took more time. Some survived the radiation poisoning, but it altered their genetics, mutatin’ them and any offspring they produced. Those glowin’ eyes are photosensitive, so they move in twilight and darkness. Their brains are damaged, making them irrational, overly aggressive, and delusional. Skin’s lost its color except for blotches and sores. Are they human, or somethin’ else? That’s a question for scientists and priests. All I can say for sure is you can’t catch it from touchin’ ‘em.”

“All right, then,” Hank Hayes said as he swaggered up behind Lark. “Let’s load them in too. We don’t want their bodies stinkin’ up the Reach.” He was the first to grab a foot. Johnny took the arms, and they hoisted one into the wagon.

An agonizing wail pierced Lark’s heart the instant she heard it. Milena! Blood pounding, throat tight, she bolted toward the cry.


Chapter seven
Past the Reach of Remedies


Lark dashed past a log cabin into the town square. Trading carts sat like sleeping beasts, ringed around a three-hundred-year-old live oak, its enormous branches shading benches and flower gardens. Several dead or dying mutants lay on the patchwork paving of brick, stone, and concrete slabs. Milena’s sobs came from behind a vendor cart to Lark’s right. She ran to the spot and crouched beside her friend, rubbing a hand across her shoulders, letting her know she was there.

Tommy writhed on the pavement like a pinned snake, bleeding from multiple wounds, his jaw clenched in a grimace. His torn, bloodied shirt and ripped pants leg pointed to two injuries, and his head bled from a gash. Still conscious. That was something.

“Mother of Ruin—Tommy!” Leif skidded in behind them.

“Let’s get him to our house,” Lark instructed. “Gramma will know what to do.”

“Tommy, my boy!” Hank Hayes breathed heavily over Lark’s shoulder. “Here. I’ll carry him.”

Lark, Leif, and Milena moved out of the way for the brawny miller to lift his son.

“Dad,” Tommy moaned.

“Don’t try to talk now, boy. I’m takin’ you to Inez’s place, get you checked out.”

Lark slid an arm around Milena, steadying her as they followed. Leif ran ahead. “Gramma! Tommy’s hurt.”

Their house wasn’t far. Neighbors gathered around, some holding torches to light the way. “Is he all right?” asked one.

“Abby’s in bad shape too,” added a concerned voice.

“Wyatt got himself killed,” another sighed. “Damn raiders. And what was with the mutant sidekicks? Ain’t never seen the like o’ that.”

As many invaders as there were—as many as the fighters had killed—Saltmarsh Reach was bound to suffer some casualties, but not Tommy. Please, Spirits, Gods, Universe—not Tommy.

Gramma stood in front of the open, right-wing double doors. “Put him in Leif’s bed,” she ordered. “Lark, get my medicine kit. Milena, hot water, and bandages. Leif, lights for you seein’ folk. Hurry, now!”

When Lark returned with the medicine kit, she found Tommy lying on the bed with Gramma peeling off his clothes. Leif cranked the handle on their old hurricane lamp. It was a miracle the bulb had lasted so long, but it always shone brightly when powered up.

“Here, Gramma.” Lark placed the large canvas drawstring bag in her grandmother’s hands. No one questioned how Inez Sutter could minister to the sick and injured without the sense of sight. She’d been doing it since before most of them were born.

What worried Lark wasn’t Gramma’s skill, but the contents of the “medicine” bag. Several years ago, the modern medications had run out. Things like the stethoscope, thermometer, and blood-pressure cuff still worked, but all that remained of old ointments was a little Vaseline coating the bottom of an ancient plastic jar. Instead of pills and creams, the bag held honey, aloe vera, garlic, willow bark, yarrow root, and a variety of herbs.

Gramma pressed a damp cloth to Tommy’s forehead. “Leif, fetch the jug of moonshine—the one on the top shelf.” He nodded and hurriedly obeyed.

“Hank, go out and sit with your wife and daughter,” she ordered. “I know you want to help, but you’re too dang big and in the way.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he grumbled and slunk out.

“How can I help?” Milena asked, rolling her anxious fingers around each other. Lark stood close to her side again, radiating love and support for both her closest friends. Despite being just as worried about Tommy, she felt she needed to be the strong one, the anchor in the gale.

“I’ll let you know.” After gently wiping Tommy’s right arm with the cloth, Gramma sniffed each wound in turn—arm, side, leg. Only the right side of his body had taken damage, his left remaining unscathed.

“No bile, no broken bones,” she proclaimed. Relief swept through Lark like a breeze, loosening her tense muscles. Then she noticed the grave expression her grandmother still wore. She sniffed his arm again, fingertips gently tracing the torn skin.

“What is it?” Lark’s gut clenched anew.

“This wound in his arm,” she said, holding the lantern over it. “It’s a bite.” Her voice dropped. “He’s been bitten.”

Milena turned into Lark’s shoulder, her tears mingling with the blood of the slain on her soft, cotton shirt. She wrapped her arms around Milena and held on until the shaking stopped.

Bryn, who’d snuck in like a mouse into a pantry, gasped. “Does that mean he’ll turn into one of them—those mutants?”

“They aren’t werewolves,” Lark replied incredulously. Although myths about the creatures abounded, Lark understood the very real mutants held little in common with fictional werewolves. “They can’t turn people into mutants.”

“No,” Gramma confirmed. “But their bite often transfers mutated bacteria, causing swelling, fever, and, in severe cases, death. Even when we had proper antibiotics, they didn’t always work. The germs regularly mutate from one generation to the next.”

Milena straightened, and Lark’s arms fell away. “What do we do, then?” Milena stepped close to the opposite side of the bed, taking Tommy’s uninjured hand.

Leif jogged back in with the jug of ridiculously strong moonshine. Lark recalled one time, when she’d been about his age, sneaking the jug down from Gramma’s shelf and taking a swig, just to see how it tasted—liked to burn the lining of her throat clean off for good! After that, she lost any interest in trying it again, sticking to fruit wine or barley beer when she wanted a potent drink.

“Tommy,” Gramma said, turning his chin toward her face. “I want you to take a drink of this now, you hear?”

He swallowed and forced his eyes open. Milena helped him balance the jug as he raised it to his lips. A swig. Two coughs. A face so screwed up with displeasure you’d think he’d downed a shot of skunk oil. When Tommy was all better, Lark would tell this story to make everyone laugh.

Without a word, Gramma poured the powerful spirits over the bite wound in his arm. Sip of alcohol or not, Tommy let out a scream and tossed in the bed. “Dammit! Burns like hell!”

“Means it’s working, dear,” she answered. “Sorry. Can’t be helped. Now, an old-fashioned poultice to help draw the poison out, bandage it up, and then I’ll see to the other injuries.”

“Is he gonna be OK?” Bryn asked, brows furrowed and eyes brimming with tears.

“Too soon to tell, Magpie,” Gramma answered compassionately. “But I’ll do my best.”

Sensing how distressed the little girl had become, Lark took her hand. “Come with me, Bryn, and I’ll show you how to make willow bark tea. Tommy will need to drink some before he goes to sleep.”

“OK,” fell from her lips as her chin dropped onto her chest. Lark led her out, leaving Gramma and Milena to tend to Tommy.
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“Eat something,” Gramma ordered the next morning. Lark had tossed and turned, gotten up three times during the night to check on Tommy. At first light, she’d rushed around doing everyone’s chores. Three hours later, she was chopping wood.

Lark slammed the axe into a stump and spun around, droplets of sweat stinging her eyes. “Not hungry.”

“Don’t care.” Gramma slammed fists to her hips. “You will eat something to keep up your strength. Do I need two patients to nurse? Now, get on over to the veranda and have some pork and a cornbread muffin.”

With a sigh, Lark muttered, “Fine,” and stomped away. She peeked into Leif’s room. Tommy’s mother sat with him, dousing a rag in cool water and mopping his head with it. “How is he?”

“The bleeding’s stopped, and he drank some broth a while ago, but I think a fever’s setting in.”

Lark stood silently in the doorway, trying to put it all together. Tommy had been right beside her. When had they gotten separated? When I ran after that bearded leader. She didn’t remember seeing him after that. It had been dark. Chaos. Still, Lark felt a pang of guilt for leaving him. Leif. Hadn’t Leif been with him?

Backing away, she stepped onto the veranda and grabbed a muffin from the bowl. She slathered it in butter and jam, forked a portion of pork on her plate, and grabbed a bowlful of strawberries. She plopped down to eat, brooding over Tommy’s wounds. Soon Rowena—Tommy’s mom—and Gramma joined her at the table.

“That was the darndest thing last night,” Gramma said. “Ain’t never heard tell of raiders and mutants teamin’ up. Too bad we can’t ask them about it.”

“Can mutants even talk?” Rowena asked and plucked a strawberry from Lark’s bowl.

Lark didn’t care. She was too busy feeling guilty. “They can make sounds.” She chomped another bite out of her messy cornbread.

“Hank said they counted fifteen dead attackers,” Rowena said, changing the subject. “Any injured ones ran off. We had two killed and a dozen wounded. Tommy’s goin’ to be just fine.” She didn’t sound convinced.

“I don’t get it,” Lark declared. “There were maybe thirty of them—forty at the most—attacking a town of eight hundred. Sure, it was dusk, they had the element of surprise, but everything about last night ran the wrong way. We’ve had cargo shipments and hunting parties raided, and, about ten years ago, a force a hundred strong fought their way into town to steal grain, but it’s early summer. We don’t have full storehouses to plunder.”

“You’re right,” Rowena said, as if she’d not thought of it.

Bryn wandered out of the other side of the L-shaped house and slid onto the bench beside Lark. She snuck a strawberry. “Where do the mutants come from? Where do they live when they aren’t attacking people?”

“In these parts, some come from the wastes around Old Atlanta,” Gramma answered. “Others from the Jacksonville Dead Zone. Did you know there once was a whole beautiful stretch of land south of the crater? It’s mostly under water now.”

“You mean the Sunken Kingdom?” Lark asked with interest. Sometimes, travelers would stop at Saltmarsh Reach on their way to and from places. Several of them told about a magic castle filled with colorful fish that rested just below the surface of the water, kilometers south of the crater. Once, it had been a vacation spot beloved by visitors the world over.

“Yep. You know, that’s how I came to be blind.”

“You weren’t always blind?” Bryn asked, head cocked toward Gramma.

“No, Magpie,” she laughed, wrinkling the corners of her eyes. “We lived south of Savannah, north of Jacksonville. I was outside with little Roy and his sister, playing at the park. We knew a war was on, but none of the fighting was happening on our continent. Everyone thought we were safe, invincible. I was watchin’ my young’uns play on the swings and slides when a blazing white light erupted in the sky. The kids weren’t facing south—praise all the saints and angels—but that light, as blazing as the sun, burned my retinas. It happened to a lot of folks. For some, the flash blindness was temporary; for others, permanent.”

“I’ll bet you were scared,” Rowena commented compassionately. Reaching, she laid a hand atop Gramma’s.

“Terrified at first,” she admitted, “but mostly because bombs were droppin’ on all the major cities. We thought it was the end of the world, and all I could think was: I can’t let my children die. With their papa off fightin’, I had to be strong for them, keep them safe. So, a group of us took off north to Savannah to escape the radiation poisoning that was cuttin’ folks down like flies. We made a stand there until the followin’ season’s hurricane leveled the city. But we carried on. People too close to the blast zone either died of the sickness or turned mutant.”

Lark had heard the story before. Her dad had recounted it from his perspective as a child, all the uncertainty, shifting weather patterns, constant fear of more bombs. Leaves on the wind. Everything was so much better now. Still, each day was one storm, one epidemic, one attack away from being someone’s last.
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Three days later, Tommy’s fever raged. The bite in his arm had turned an angry red, oozing with pus, despite Gramma and every other healer in town’s best efforts.

“We need better medicine,” Milena lamented.

“Antibiotics,” Gramma supplied. The three of them stood in the room where he still lay, now burning up, alternating between chills and sweats. It was hard to get any liquids into him.

Saltmarsh Reach was still trying to recover from the raid. Emotions high. People were jumpy, on edge, fear breeding discontent. Some folks were riled up, saying, “Why doesn’t the queen build military posts in the south?” “Why are there no troops to protect us down here?” “Don’t we pay taxes like everyone else?”

“Queen Frost will help us,” Milena proclaimed. She turned a hopeful gaze to Lark. “If we go to Nelanta, we can ask for medicine, for antibiotics. Saltmarsh Reach hasn’t received a fresh supply in years. She can’t turn us away. I know she’ll help.”

The desperate longing in Milena’s voice, her eyes, her soul, ripped at Lark’s heart as much as seeing Tommy suffer. She licked her lips, clenched her jaw. “I’m going.”

“Not without me!” Lark glanced over her shoulder at Leif.

Her little brother was as tall as she was, and, while not quite as strong and agile, every bit as stubborn. “And me.”

Milena’s fingers curled around Lark’s upper arm as she leaned close. “We’ll all three go. That way, you’ll have other voices to testify that what you say is true. Queen Frost will give us the medicine we need—I just know it.”

“How will you get there and back fast enough?” asked Bryn, who sat in a corner with her knees pulled up to her chin.

“Take three of Talon Jones’ horses,” Gramma directed. “Tell him I said so—he still owes me. They’re the fastest of the lot. Do you know how to get there?”

“I’ve got Dad’s old map,” Lark answered. “If we don’t waste time, we can be there in two days—and we won’t waste time.”

“Let me pack you some vittles to carry along, and be watchful,” old Inez charged. “Those stragglers who attacked us could still be out there.”

“Don’t worry, Gramma,” Lark assured her with a hug and a kiss. “They’re the ones who need to watch out.”


Chapter eight
A Promise in the Dark


The trio rode their swift steeds hard for two days, following Roy Sutter’s map. As twilight closed in, Leif’s sharp eyes had spotted the round top of Stone Mountain. Some ruins, more forest, and several ribbons of water between them—maybe another hour on horseback—but it was best not to try the rest of the way after dark. Even though they’d never been there, the map showed the capital city just west of the solitary dome that loomed above the treetops.

“Let’s make camp here,” Lark suggested. The rickety, long-forgotten warehouse, its roof mostly intact, would provide some shelter. The scent on the wind told her rain was coming.

“Thank God!” Milena groaned as she gingerly dismounted her bay mare. “I’m not sure I can still walk.” She rubbed her hips as she tried to straighten her legs.

Leif slid from his saddle with ease. “Here,” he said, handing his reins to Lark. “I’ll gather some firewood.”

“Keep an eye out,” Lark warned, “and don’t stray out of my sight.”

“Yes, ‘Mom,’” he teased—but Lark had reason to be wary. A lone warg had shadowed them for most of the day. Leif said they’d lost it when they crossed the Oconee River, but she wasn’t so sure.

“My butt is so sore.” Milena winced, unpacking her bedroll and pillow. She glanced around for a clean spot to spread it out.

“Mine too,” Lark admitted. She unsaddled the horses, stowed tack and gear inside the shell of the warehouse, and led them to a grassy spot. There she ran a picket line and tied the horses to it so they could graze without wandering off. No way was she putting Gramma on the spot with Talon Jones if they lost his fine stock.

Leif dropped armfuls of sticks and branches, which Lark cut to size, and Milena stacked them into a log cabin-style structure, great for long-lasting fires that required little tending, since they needed it for light and protection, not heat.

“Here,” Leif said as crickets chorused and dusk thickened. He set his hat, filled with blackberries, beside the bag of food Gramma had packed for them. “Fresh and juicy.”

“Thanks.” Milena popped one in her mouth before distributing two-day-old cornbread muffins and jerky.

Lark frowned. No butter or jam—again. But she had no room to complain. As a small child, pickings had often been slim. She recalled the summer with the freak snowstorm that had ruined their garden and the year a hurricane blew all the immature fruit out of the trees, washing it away like little green offerings to some foreign god.

“Thanks,” she said, smiling at Milena. Milena looked good in her many-pocketed khaki pants and spring-green tank top. She’d removed her long-sleeved, gi-styled, wrap-around jacket she’d worn to protect from briars and sunburn, laying it on her bedroll. But a heavy heart weighed on her, more oppressive than the darkness of a starless night. Thunder rolled in the distance as a gust rushed through the hollowed-out warehouse, scattering old leaves and invigorating their fire.

“I didn’t see hide nor hair of the warg,” Leif reported as he plopped cross-legged between Lark and Milena to eat his dinner. “Man, Milena, did you see that thing earlier today?” He shivered and bit off a hunk of jerky from the stick in his hand.

“A glimpse,” she answered. “That was enough.”

“I saw it—got a good look too—and we need to steer clear,” Lark advised. “Thank all the Universe’s benevolent spirits it was a loner and not a pack trailing us, or we wouldn’t be eating dinner now—we’d be the dinner.”

“That’s the truth!” Leif half-laughed.

Lark, who enjoyed reading fantasy books her parents had kept and lugged around with them from place to place, knew that “warg” was the name of a fictional creature, not a real one. However, it was easy to understand why people had immediately labeled the mutant canines warg. For starters, they were enormous—sabertooth tiger big. Then came their unnatural aggression. Wolves rarely attack humans and only kill to eat. These monstrosities seemed to kill for the hell of it. Fast and lethal, they were blotched with mange-like bald spots. Unlike the two-legged albino mutants, the warg were coal black, hair and skin, blending into opaque shadows like hidden monsters, all but their eerie glowing eyes. If humanoid mutants had nightmares, the warg must be the creatures that fill them.

While a pack had never attacked Saltmarsh Reach outright, people living on the outskirts came into town with horror stories of the beasts destroying their herds of cattle or goats or devouring their hogs. Her father, before joining the army, had joined a hunting party to rid the area of a murderous pack, and they’d brought back a dead one for all to see. Lark would never forget the size of its teeth and jaws, its giant paws with their curved claws, or the awful stench like a rotting corpse that clung to its fresh body.

“We should take turns staying awake to keep watch,” Lark suggested. “We can’t have it killing our horses—or worse.”

“Agreed,” Leif replied. Then his eyes brightened. “I can’t wait to see Nelanta tomorrow. Once I went with Dad to New Charleston, but I’ve never seen a big city. I’ll bet there’ll be entertainment houses, markets, sports arenas, and all kinds of sights. Plus, all the interesting new people.”

“Don’t get too eager,” Lark warned. “This isn’t a vacation. We’re getting the medicine for Tommy and then heading straight back. Now that we know the way, you and your friends can take a pleasure trip later.”

“Surely we can stay for one day,” Leif proposed.

“Lark’s right. Tommy might not have an extra day.” Milena’s voice was strained, her expression determined. “How can you even think about anything else? He’s your friend too.”

“Of course, getting the medicine is our top priority,” Leif answered, realizing how his enthusiasm at seeing a new place had come across. “I didn’t mean we were coming to have a good time. It’s just that—”

“We know, Leif,” Lark supplied. “Seeing a new place is exciting. Nothing interesting happens at the Reach—at least not that’s good. But this trip is for Tommy. As soon as we have that medicine, we’re mounting these horses and heading back. I just hope …”

“Queen Frost won’t refuse us,” Milena declared. “It’s the government’s policy to share medical supplies with all Verdancia’s provinces, and it’s Saltmarsh Reach’s turn. Besides, I’ve heard nothing but positive stories about the queen—how she’s kept us safe from invasions. We have a new school opening in the fall because of her efforts to improve education. And we’re on an infrastructure list to have water and sewer pipes installed.”

“Sure, she’s a brightwire,” Leif allowed, then wiggled his brows, a grin sneaking across his face. “But folks say she’s a stunner—the most beautiful woman in the kingdom.”

Lark smirked at her brother and washed down her dry cornbread with a swig from her canteen. “I wouldn’t care if she were a hideous old crone, as long as she gives us the antibiotics.”

Is that how she lured Dad into joining the army? Lark wondered. Did recruitment posters feature pictures of this god-gorgeous queen to sucker men into enlisting? He’d said it was his duty to protect his family, friends, and country, so we could all keep our freedoms. Teenaged Lark hadn’t understood what that meant. In the Reach, people had always been free to do whatever they wanted, whenever they wanted, as long as it didn’t hurt anybody else. Did those Iron Waste hordes truly threaten their way of life? Honestly, Lark didn’t know.

“You say that now,” Leif teased. “I can’t wait to see you drool the first time you lay eyes on her.” He giggled, covering his face with his arms, when Lark threw a stick from the pile at him.

“You’re such a glitching sack of buzzard bait.” Lark stretched to her feet, brushing crumbs from her hands. “I’ll take the first watch. You two try to get some sleep.”

“I’ll go second,” Milena volunteered. “Probably can’t sleep anyway.”

“Wake me up when you’re ready to switch,” Leif said. “And, Milena, I’m sorry. We can all make a trip to Nelanta when Tommy’s well. Then we’ll see the sights.” She nodded at him with a forgiving smile.

When Lark had checked on the horses, scouted the perimeter, and relieved herself, she returned to find Milena and Leif asleep on their bedrolls near the fire. The rain tapped on the ancient tin roof—gentler than expected, a cool breath that promised relief by morning.

Lark sat near Milena, her senses alert to danger while she watched her friend sleep. Milena clutched Tommy’s cap, pain rippling across her face. Once or twice, she jolted, calling out Tommy’s name, without fully awakening.

Ever since they were children, Milena, Tommy, and Lark had been the “Three Musketeers,” one seldom seen without the others. They’d worked, played, learned, side by side as they grew, sharing everything. A memory overtook Lark—the night as young teenagers when they’d played spin the bottle. Enviably, it landed on all of them, and they hadn’t shied away from sharing kisses. When her spin landed on Milena, her friend had giggled shyly, but the kiss ignited something in Lark she’d never shaken. All three had taken turns venturing outside their trio for romantic encounters while their friendship remained solid. Only now, Milena and Tommy had been talking about marriage. Whenever Gramma brought up the subject, Lark changed it. She couldn’t fathom sharing her life with anyone else. Despite the queen’s decree that whatever consenting adults choose for themselves wasn’t anyone else’s concern, her neighbors wouldn’t understand a three-way marriage, and it pained Lark to realize it wasn’t what Tommy and Milena wanted either.

The fresh scent of the shower, mingled with the campfire’s smoke, filled Lark’s senses, the sky outside completely black. “Tommy, no!” Milena cried out, her eyes squeezed shut, his cap crushed between her fingers. Lark pulled up the cover and stroked her shoulder with a soft shushing sound.

“It’s OK, sweetie, just a bad dream. It’s going to be all right.”

In that moment, Lark knew how much she loved Milena—enough to fight to save Tommy, enough to let her go. They loved each other, just not in the same ways. Watching Milena’s restless slumber, Lark suddenly felt older. The thrill of youthful games seemed light-years behind as she sensed the responsibility for all their futures shift to her. Imagining Milena’s grief if they were unsuccessful, or too late getting back, was too much for her to bear. She stared into the night, rain hushing the world around her, heart steady with a single truth: she’d get that medicine, no matter what it cost.


Chapter nine
Breach Protocol


The next morning, they rode into a bustling city beneath Stone Mountain. Citizens streamed in from outlying homes and farms, walking or riding bicycles, horses, or motorcycles. New buildings blended with the old, their lack of ruin filling Lark with awe. Color bloomed on all sides. Hooves clomped, hammers rang, saws whirred, motorbikes rumbled—life in motion.

“It’s …” Milena breathed, spinning slowly as she took it all in. Flowers bloomed, trees shaded yards and walkways, and men and women in blue police uniforms patrolled the streets wearing smiles along with badges.

There were no towering high-rises like in books, but some buildings rose five or six stories— “The Grand Regency Hotel,” “Nelanta Textiles, Incorporated.” A large painted sign read, “See the Dinotorium. Jurassic fun for kids of all ages!” It had a painting of an odd-looking hog with a plate and three horns on its head.

Following the street whose sign read “Main,” they rode into a market area, an open-air square with carts of crafts and produce like at home, surrounded by wooden or brick-front stores inviting serious customers to come inside.

“Prunes!” shouted a bald man standing behind a cart with a red and yellow striped tent cover. “Paulie’s prunes. Doctor and Grandma approved!”

“Baskets!” called the broad woman across from him. “Get your handcrafted baskets here. Great for carrying your eggs, veggies, and sundries. I’ve even got baby carriers for your little ones. Don’t drop your babies, moms—get a basket to keep them safe.”

“Hold it there!” one called in a stern voice. A boy tried to run, but the policeman snatched his arm. “There’ll be no pickpocketing in Nelanta, young man. You give that nice lady her wallet back, and maybe I’ll let you off easy.” The lad hung his head, presenting the pilfered wallet to its surprised owner.

“Look at all the things,” Leif marveled. Sliding out of his saddle, he bounded forward to a vendor selling knives, swords, tools, and various metal items.

“Now, I’d bet a young man like you could use a fine blade, ain’t that right, sonny?” The gray-haired man grinned, displaying a missing tooth.

Lark sighed, dismounted, and handed Milena the reins. She marched beside her brother and nudged him out of the way. “Can you tell us where to find the Capitol Building?”

“Sure thing, little lady,” he offered with a hospitable smile. Pointing north, he said, “Keep goin’ past the central market about four blocks. When you get to a corner with a big, pre-war church building and a bar across the street from it—funny how these things happen—you take a left on Capitol Street and keep going. It takes you to a roundabout at the Thalen Frost Memorial. All the government buildin’s are right there. Can’t miss the Capitol. It don’t have one of them fancy domes, but it’s the biggest one, with the seal and the flag flyin’ from a tall pole. Hey, you folks must be visitors.”

“Yes, sir,” Lark replied. “Thank you kindly, and have a good day.”

“But Lark.” Leif tugged on her arm. “I’ve got time to buy a new knife.”

“Time? What about money?”

“I’ve got ten Verdancian notes, I’ll have you know, and a gold sovereign.” He jutted up his chin, defiance in his gaze. “Didn’t know that, did ya?”

Lark rolled her eyes. “Do what you want. We’re going to see the queen, get what we came for. If you aren’t ready to go on our way out, you can find your own way home.” She turned on her heel before he could reply. Sure, Lark would have enjoyed shopping in the sea of carts and stands, exploring the outfitter store, the five and dime, or the Bed Bath & Beyond. She had money too, and her grandfather’s pocket watch. Gramma had assured her it was extremely valuable, worth hundreds of Verdancian notes. She was ready to trade it all for antibiotics.

Taking her reins and saddle horn, she threw her leg over the black gelding, glancing at Milena. “I know where to go.”

“Thank heavens,” she sighed, her tense shoulders relaxing. “Nelanta just spreads on and on in all directions.”

“It helps that we came in on Main Street, I think. It’s this way.” She motioned straight ahead.

“What about Leif?”

“I’m coming,” he grumbled, trotting up behind them on a glossy chestnut mare.

Following the vendor’s directions, they easily found the lovely spot at the end of a row of grand old houses that had survived the bombs, storms, lootings, and raids, still standing as testaments to a bygone era. Flowering magnolias and sprawling live oaks, wider than her outstretched arms, lent charm and a sense of permanence to the place, as did the resilient rock known as Stone Mountain, the largest such chunk of granite in the world. Lark couldn’t see the fabled relief of Civil War soldiers carved into one side from this vantage point, but she’d seen a photograph in one of Mr. Hayes’ old books. She could see the life-size stone sculpture erected in the circle of what used to be a cul-de-sac. On a grassy knoll behind a two-foot stone wall, surrounded by meticulously nurtured red and white rose bushes, stood the image of Queen Frost’s brother—the man who would have been king had he not died in battle. He appeared to be around Lark’s age, posed heroically with one boot on a stone and a heavy military rifle in his hands.

“Thalen Frost, Crown Prince of Verdancia, 2077-2099,” Leif read from the bronze plaque. “In duty, valor. In death, legacy.”

“He was Queen Frost’s brother,” Milena said in reverence. “I was just a baby when he died.”

Lark thought, Me too, as she studied the noble representation of the war hero.

“I wasn’t even born yet,” Leif added.

Spotting a hitching post, Lark and the others dismounted and tied off their horses. “I guess they’ll be safe,” she said. “There are soldiers around, guarding the place.”

“Should be.” Leif shrugged.

Milena looked nervous. Worried. Scared. Lark moved around her tethered horse to her friend’s side and whispered, “Are you OK?”

She took Lark’s hands, interlaced their fingers, and peered at her in trepidation. “Butterflies the size of bats. What if they say no?”

Lark’s gaze bore into Milena’s, and she squeezed her hands. “I won’t let them turn us down. Don’t worry about anything. I’ve got this, honey.”

Releasing her hands, Milena wrapped her arms around Lark in a fierce hug. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

“I thought we were in a hurry,” Leif grumbled. Lark and Milena eased apart, amused and slightly embarrassed. “I think that’s the right building.” He pointed to a brick mansion with white columns and broad concrete steps. Two men in uniforms stood guard.

“All right. Let’s do this,” Lark declared. She led the way past the memorial, across the roundabout, and up the steps to the expansive covered porch. The flag gently waving displayed a yellow-gold tree of life atop a sword and laurel on a sea of deep green. The round seal affixed over the entrance mirrored the flag and bore the motto, “From Root, Resilience.” Though the grandeur of the place might daunt a backwoods girl, Lark wore confidence like a shield, determination like a sword.

“We’re here to see the queen,” she stated, raising her chin as if she were somebody important. The guards glanced at her like she was an insect.

“Queen Frost isn’t entertaining subjects today,” answered a brown-bearded, burly man holding a pike. Lark noticed the holstered pistol on his belt and wondered if it held bullets or was just for show.

With Leif on her left and Milena on her right, both on the step below her, Lark squared her shoulders. “I’m not here to be entertained. We’re from Saltmarsh Reach and need medical supplies. We haven’t had a shipment in years, and it’s our turn.”

“Sorry, ma’am.” The second soldier stepped in front of the tall oak door. “Supplies are low and reserved for military use. Queen’s orders.”

“Our dad is in the army.” Leif stepped up beside Lark, a plea in his voice. “Sergeant Roy Sutter, stationed at Marchland.”

“That’s admirable, son,” answered the big fellow with the beard. “But we still can’t give out medicine to you all. Some merchants in town sell folk remedies, cannabis. Maybe you could try—”

“No.” Lark felt the first pangs of panic grip her chest like a vise. This couldn’t be happening. They couldn’t have come all this way for nothing. “We’ve tried all the folk remedies, all the herbs and treatments. The Reach was attacked by a gang of raiders with mutants mixed in, and our friend was bitten. He’s got a terrible fever and needs antibiotics, or he’ll die.”

The leaner man blocking her path shook his head. “No such thing. Mutants don’t work with people. You’re making that up.”

“I’m not making it up!” Lark’s temper flared, hands curling into fists at her sides. Her bow and quiver were back on her saddle. She had an old knife strapped to her leg—but she wasn’t about to pull it on two Verdancian soldiers. Still, she had to get past these buffoons.

“I know it sounds crazy,” Milena said, “but it’s true. They mounted a joint assault, and over a dozen residents were injured, two killed. Please.” Her hands clasped together in front of her as if in prayer. “Please. Let us present our case to Queen Frost—I know she’ll help. I don’t want my fiancé to die. He was helping protect us all, just like Prince Thalen all those years ago. The queen will understand.”

“Hey, miss, I’m sorry about your man,” the bearded guard replied, pity softening his tone. “Getting mutant bit is a nasty way to go, but I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do. Maybe you should be lookin’ for a minister instead.”

Milena turned tearful eyes to Lark, and something inside her broke. She couldn’t go home empty-handed to watch Tommy suffer and die, to share Milena’s grief and anguish. But what else could she do?

“Fine,” Leif snapped, darts flying from his glare. “We’ll just go to Marchland, and our dad will get the antibiotics we need to save Tommy.”

Desperation coiled around Lark’s chest. “It’s too far, Leif.” The words fell like dying petals. “We’d never get there and back to Saltmarsh in time.”

“I’m sorry, son,” the big man confirmed. “I’m afraid she’s right.”

“That leaves me but one course,” Lark said, muscles tense, will as steel. “Look over there!” she cried, pointing behind and to the right.

As the guards turned, she bolted between them—racing for the door. Unfortunately, the younger, clean-shaven guard was faster. She’d only dashed two steps before he grabbed her arm and swung her around.

“No, you don’t!”

Lark didn’t flinch. Reflex took over. Instead of pulling away, she rolled into him—back to his chest—and jabbed his nose with her elbow. His grip weakened, she dropped into a squat, thrust a leg out, and spun, knocking his feet out from under him. The soldier stumbled backward, tripped, and rolled down the steps. Leif and Milena scrambled aside.

Using a backward roll for some distance, Lark sprang to her feet, readying herself to take out the bigger guard. She didn’t want to hurt them, but they were in her way.

With a stern growl, the bearded soldier hefted his pike into both hands, assuming a fighting stance. “Intruders!” he bellowed.

Great. Calling for more of them.

Lark charged. She dodged the spear’s tip, grabbed the shaft, and drove it between them. He outweighed her by a lot—didn’t matter. Keeping her grip near his hands, Lark flipped up and over him and used her momentum to fling him with her. She ducked, spinning him over her to the porch floor. The hard landing knocked the wind out of the big man. She darted through the doors and slammed them shut behind her.

Four more guards stationed inside must have heard the bearded soldier yell because they raced toward her—two with nightsticks and two with pikes. A fifth man in uniform, this one with shiny gold bars on his shoulders, remained two-thirds of the way up the bowed staircase, surveying the spacious foyer.

Plenty of room to fight.

Lark feigned left, then pivoted right, fell into a handstand, and kicked the approaching soldier under his chin. She dropped and rolled, rising on one knee in front of the next guard. One quick punch—straight to the groin. He responded as she’d hoped, doubling over in shocking pain.

Two more closed in, flanking her. Spotting a bare strip of wall across the room, she bolted, both men on her heels. Lark wished she could have seen their jaws drop when she accelerated to the wall, planted her feet, and ran two and a half meters straight up it before performing a twisting flip, landing in a crouch behind the Black soldier. He raised his club as he turned but wasn’t fast enough as she swept his feet out from under him. The last guard standing—tan with dark hair like hers—leveled his spear and charged.

Lark didn’t know if he meant to scare or skewer her with it. He didn’t know she just wanted to beg for Tommy’s life. He might think she was there to assassinate the queen. So, while she tried not to hurt them, lest she incur Her Excellency’s wrath, she had to assume he might aim to kill.

Using fleet footwork, Lark hopped right, left, then curled inside to his right, jabbing an elbow into his stomach. He dropped his spear across her chest like a safety bar—exactly what she needed. Still gripping the weapon’s shaft, Lark bent her knees and dug her hip into his groin. When she pushed her legs straight, she had him dangling on her hip, atop her back. From there, it was easy to fling him over her shoulder, crashing to the floor with a mighty thud.

But the others had recovered—and now she was surrounded. Her brain spun, hunting for an exit.

“Stop!” barked a voice from the stairs.

All eyes turned to the tall man in his thirties—athletic build, coffee-brown eyes sharp with authority. He descended the steps like he owned the place, his gaze never leaving Lark’s as the intruder and guards alike froze, awaiting his next command.

“Who are you, and what do you want?” he asked Lark.

“Lark Sutter. Saltmarsh Reach. I wouldn’t have barged in if it weren’t urgent. Look, I didn’t hurt anyone. But my friend’s dying. He needs medicine now.”

The officer raked his fingers through a thick sweep of nut-brown hair topping a neat fade over his ears and around the back. He was a ruggedly handsome White guy with straight brows, a square jaw, and a crooked nose that hadn’t quite healed right.

“Saltmarsh Reach, huh? And came for medicine. Was there an outbreak on the coast?”

“No, sir. We were attacked. A mutant bit my friend—he’s burning up with infection. Please … I need to speak to Queen Frost.”

“Who wishes to see the queen?”

All eyes shifted to a regal woman in a pastel sundress—modest cut, airy fit. The recruitment posters hadn’t been propaganda, nor had they done her justice. Queen Frost was, without question, the most stunning person Lark had ever seen. Her presence outshone her elegance—effortless, commanding. Though clearly years older than Lark, the woman possessed a timeless beauty from the lines of her face to the curves of her figure. Ivory skin kissed with pink. Platinum-blonde hair. Eyes like seawater. Lark felt small beside her—in every way that counted. She didn’t need the crown. Queen Frost was royalty—radiant, unshakable, the pinnacle.

Lark remembered to breathe. Then she dropped to her knees. “I do, Your Excellency—Lark Sutter. You’re the only one who can save Tommy.”


Chapter ten
Lark and the Ice Queen


Azaleen studied the young woman on the floor with a heavy heart. She’d been in a meeting with Camille, drafting a letter to High Chief Batise of the AlgonCree, when the commotion started.

“What should I do with her?” Captain Luke Moreau asked, brown eyes twinkling. His crooked grin told her exactly what the leader of the Verdancia Elite Recovery Unit was thinking. She glanced about at four wincing soldiers as two more entered the front room.

“We’re sorry, Madam Queen,” her senior door guard apologized. “I don’t know how she got past us.”

Half a dozen trained soldiers—taken down in seconds by a girl from the coast. Azaleen’s lips had parted in surprise. She closed them, resuming her air of authority.

“Never mind that,” she replied to the guard, then returned her attention to Lark. The woman was all coiled strength—lean muscles like a wildcat—but her face held pain and raw vulnerability. Azaleen wanted to help—she truly did—except there was no medicine to give her, and she couldn’t let anyone find out. People might panic. Looting. Riots. A rebellion? No. It was better for Lark to believe her a heartless bitch than for the world to exploit her weak position.

It’s all right, Azaleen, she told herself. Moreau’s team is tracking a new lead. A bombed-out pre-war hospital we didn’t know about. Maybe some medicine survived.

“You’ve come far and shown great determination to help your friend,” she told the marshlander. “I admire that. I’m aware it’s been several years since the last shipment of medical supplies was sent to Saltmarsh Reach, but you know they must be carefully rationed. A team of the brightest minds is working on recreating pre-war medications, vaccines, and developing new ones. They report some progress on a shot to prevent harmful reactions to contact with radioactively mutated plants and animals.”

“I appreciate your efforts, Queen Frost,” Lark said, voice thick with longing. “But Tommy needs treatment now. Today. Before he dies.”

This was not the first time a citizen had come and begged for medicine, and each time it ripped a piece of Azaleen’s heart. She had thought it no longer affected her until she witnessed the lengths Lark had gone to, seen the anguish on her face.

“I can pay.” Lark dug into her pockets, yanking out notes, gold coins, and a pocket watch. She held it up. “It was my grandfather’s. Real silver. Keeps accurate time. No battery.” She popped open the cover, revealing its face. “See the fine craftsmanship? It’s an heirloom. And all this money. Surely, it’s enough.”

Azaleen threw up the old rampart—steeling her heart, locking it down. Life was hard. People died. It’s not like she was immune to personal loss. Wouldn’t she have given all to save her brother? Her father? Her mother’s health? Yes, she would fight for her sons, sacrifice everything for them. Though she was queen, Azaleen couldn’t produce a cure from dust. She took a bracing breath.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Sutter. Right now, all medicine is reserved for the army. Even my family can’t get it.” It was true. The last of the old Alzheimer’s pills were gone, and Verdancia’s researchers hadn’t yet reproduced the formula.

Conviction drained from Lark’s eyes. Tears welled in its place. “Haven’t you ever loved anyone? Just one bottle of antibiotics, a few syringes of penicillin. I’m not asking for much. I’m certain if it were your son, you’d find a way.”

Azaleen bristled. She had loved—once, long ago, before politics and duty took everything. After decades of loss, she reserved her remaining ounces of love for her precious sons and frail mother. Caring and being unable to help was more than exhausting—it was torture. As queen, she had all Verdancia to administer, to protect, to heal—a delicate balancing act. She couldn’t let this poor woman’s plight throw her emotions off kilter. Azaleen looked at Captain Moreau.

“There might be a solution,” he offered, glancing at Azaleen. “One that works for everyone. I saw you fight, Ms. Sutter. Impressive. I lead an elite military team, similar to the Old World’s Rangers or Green Berets. We’re a member down, and I’ve been seeking a replacement. We all have unique skills, and yours are …” He looked her over, rubbing a hand to his chin. “Unique. If you joined my team, you’d essentially be in the military, fulfilling the requirement to gain access to prized commodities not currently available to ordinary citizens. What do you think?”

Azaleen watched Lark as she slowly pushed up from the floor, stretching a centimeter or two taller than herself. She wore rugged adventure clothes riddled with holes and stains, as if Lark were their fourth owner. And something else.

“What’s that smell?” Azaleen wrinkled her nose.

“Sorry. Bear grease. It keeps the bugs off.”

Azaleen took a step back. “We’ll find you something better,” she said, then added, “Captain Moreau’s offer—prime, wouldn’t you say?”

Lark chewed her bottom lip, brows scrunched. “If I say yes, do I get the medicine now?”

Luke stepped in, saving Azaleen from another lie. “One mission first,” he promised. Of course, that was only true if the mission turned up the medical supplies they hoped to find deep in a borderland region.

“It’ll be dicey,” the captain continued. “I won’t lie about that. Scouts reported a target in the borderlands between Verdancia and Appalachia. We could encounter warg, mutants, wildlings, and other dangers. But the payoff could be worth the risk. Not the terrain to send a large force, but our group of five, six—with you—is just right for the job.”

“So, let me get this straight,” Lark said. “I go on one mission. We retrieve the goods. Then I get medicine for Tommy—and I choose later whether I stay on. That’s the deal?”

Azaleen exchanged a look with Luke. He waited. She nodded. Meeting Lark’s gaze again, she answered, “Yes.” Maybe there’d be no viable drugs at the site, but there might be. She couldn’t tell the woman the truth, and she didn’t want to send her away with nothing. Hope was better than nothing. Besides, she could prove a valuable asset to the Recovery Unit. Whether the mission was a bust or Azaleen turned her away empty-handed now, Lark would go home hating her as a cruel monarch, uncaring that her people suffered, not knowing that nothing was farther from the truth.

“OK, then.” Lark wiped a hand down her face, nodding. “I’ll do it. I’ll go on the mission.”

“Good. Then I’ll leave you in Captain Moreau’s capable hands. Best of luck to you, Ms. Sutter.”

Lark dipped in a clumsy curtsy, then gave up halfway through. “Thank you.”

Azaleen slipped out the back of the Capitol, crossed the quiet street, and entered her home. She eased into Orielle’s room. “How is she?” she whispered to Sarah, who was changing her sheets. The morning hadn’t started well, and Azaleen had worried about her mother since leaving for work.

“Better,” Sarah replied, glancing at the elderly woman, who sat rocking, eyes fixed on the window. Azaleen patted Sarah’s shoulder in appreciation and crossed the room to her mother.

“Beautiful after the rain, isn’t it, Mama?” She rested her hands gently on Orielle’s frail shoulders and kissed her cheek. A delicate shawl crocheted in a diamond tear pattern draped her shoulders. Sarah had brushed her silvery hair and pinned it in a neat bun.

“Who’s there?” Orielle asked, lost eyes peering up at Azaleen.

“It’s me, Mama,” she answered with a loving smile.

“No, no.” Confusion flickered across her face. “I don’t have any children. They’re all gone. Just me … and that redbird over yonder.” She pointed a shaky finger at the cardinal perched on a concrete birdbath, streaked dark with age.

Azaleen’s heart sank. Some days, they could talk—reminisce about her and Thalen’s childhood, laugh about Edric’s courtship. Today wasn’t one of those days.

“Mama.” The word barely left her lips—a dry trickle in the heat of August. She couldn’t stay. Better to face Luther Irons himself—alone, surrounded by howling enemies in an Iron Realm arena—than sit through this slow heartbreak.
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“Let’s talk weapons.” Luke Moreau leaned his elbows on the table, keen gaze fixed on Lark.

She had said goodbye to Leif and Milena, sending them home with the promise that help would arrive soon. She didn’t dare hope. Even if that manipulative queen came through, it could already be too late. Frost might be drop-dead gorgeous, but she lived up to her name. She even looked like Elsa from that children’s storybook.

Ice Queen doesn’t begin to cover it. Coercing me into this—and I’ll bet, when I get back, she’ll concoct another excuse. Lies. All lies.

“How long will this mission take?” she asked instead. They sat in an upstairs room, away from spectators and distractions. A mixed-race woman about Lark’s age, her long black hair snatched into a high ponytail and sporting camouflage fatigues, slouched in a chair across the table, munching on an apple.

Captain Moreau gave Lark a granite stare. “As long as it takes. Now, have you ever fired a rifle?”

“I shot old man Tucker’s shotgun once. Can’t miss with that, but it packed a kick,” she answered. She scratched a spot on her arm impatiently. “But a bow is my weapon. Won competitions and everything.”

“That so?” questioned the woman opposite her. She crunched into the apple again.

“Yeah, it’s so,” Lark snapped. She wasn’t about to sit here and take it. It’s not like she raced to Nelanta to volunteer for their stupid squad. The captain had handpicked her. She glared back at the woman.

“OK, you two.” Captain Moreau shot them disapproving glances. “Lark Sutter, Lieutenant Skye Navarro. Behave.”

Navarro shrugged. “I’m communications, hacking, stealth, and speak four languages. Comes in handy when we run into those Core Cult nutcases.”

“Hacking? What does that even mean?” Clearly unaware of the lingo, Lark gave Skye a sarcastic expression. These two were wasting time. They should be on the road to this target, not shooting the breeze. Tommy needed those antibiotics now.

“Those people to the north have computers—some, anyway. Working radios, rechargeable electronic devices,” Skye expounded like she was the expert on everything, and Lark was some hillbilly who had trouble slopping the hogs.

“Not all of them, mind you, but they’ve got more tech than we have,” she continued, “and no plans to share a lick of it.”

“Well, I’m a badass fighter with gravity-defying acrobatic skills, a crack shot with a bow, and more grit than you could dig up in a quarry.”

“Good,” the captain declared. “Let’s act like we’re all on the same team. Now, Lark, I’ve got something I think you’ll like.”

She watched him move to a trunk along the wall before shifting a glare at know-it-all Skye Navarro. Moreau set the weapon on the table in front of Lark, and she examined it while he talked.

“This is a rapid-fire crossbow developed by our weapons designers. It might be a tad heavier than your wooden bow, but it packs a punch. See this cylinder? It holds eight composite bolts. We’ve got a factory that melts down scrap and pours it into molds, so we’ve got plenty. Still, retrieve the spent ones when you can. Anyway, you set the bowstring like this, then aim and pull the trigger. It fires the bolt, turns the cylinder, and readies the next one in under two seconds. Then you’re ready to fire again. Run out? Simply pop out the empty cylinder,” he demonstrated as he explained, “and click in a full one. Reload time, ten seconds if you have a spare handy. With this bad boy, you can fire twenty-four shots in a minute, once you’ve practiced a few times.”

Lark took the crossbow in her hands, tested its weight, aimed it at a vase across the room. “I’d like to practice with it.” She didn’t want to appear too eager, but she couldn’t hide the gleam in her eye at the prospect of what this bow could do.

“We have guns, just have to ration the ammo,” Skye said. She tossed her apple core into a wastebasket two meters from her chair. It rolled in like water down a drain. Lark wanted to roll her eyes.

“So, how are we getting there?” Lark asked. “Horses?”

“You want to move fast, right?” the captain asked. She nodded. “We’ve got a Jeep and two dirt bikes, adapted to run on ethanol. We’ll carry fuel. Half of the trip will be over usable roads, which will help speed up the timeline. Still, it’ll take a few days.”

Skye leaned in, expression grim, bravado and brash joking aside. “We’re raiding an abandoned old hospital. Our scout said it didn’t look like anyone had found it, so we could hit a jackpot. You understand the stakes, don’t you?”

“I do.” The words grounded her. There was still a chance.


Chapter eleven
Dominion


Ashland, the former North America, Red River Republic, Capital city of Dominion 2119 CE, 45 NE (New Era)

General Maddox Crane stood on the keep’s ramparts, his polished boot propped on an ammunition box, gazing out over Dominion at dawn. Yellow and orange bled into columns of smoke rising from factory stacks over a city of a quarter million. In the distance, the Iron Ring encircled the capital—a barrier against the ruthless wastes. A rusty haze hung in the dry air. It would be another hot one.

At sixty-four, he’d seen it all—a hero of the War of Reckoning, protector of the fledgling Red River Republic, champion of the Old Religion, and now Chief General of the Iron Forces. Many steps along this road, he thought as the sun peeked over the horizon.

Today was an important occasion—the thirty-fourth birthday of the Republic—Founding Day. His troops would be on parade, bands would play, flags would wave, and he’d occupy the podium with his commander-in-chief, President Luther Irons. He should be proud, ready to celebrate, wave to the crowds, and bask in the applause. But things hadn’t turned out as he had expected. They never did.

Maddox was tall and broad-shouldered with ropey muscles hardened by decades in the field, the kind that still dropped a man in hand-to-hand. Deep-set hazel eyes stared out from a weathered face, lined like the landscape of one who’d seen too many campaigns and outlived too many friends. He kept his salt-and-pepper beard and short-cropped hair, old regulation style. The scar carved across his cheekbone served as a constant reminder of his own mortality—a couple of centimeters over, he’d have lost an eye, the one permanently bloodshot from the old shrapnel wound. He was all grit, power, and restraint—iron to the core.

Finding himself in a contemplative mood on the morning of the big celebration, Maddox recalled the history of this place. When he was a boy, his family brought his grandmother to Mineral Wells, Texas, to receive restorative health treatments and bathe in the famed mineral waters. It had been a small, quiet town that catered to the wellness industry and fostered the growth of the New Religion. He grew up, joined the army, fought in distant lands, survived the bombs. Dallas and Fort Worth? Radiated craters. Austin and Houston? Death traps. Red zones. People scattered. Frightened. Leaderless. The old nation had been smashed—along with the rest of the world.

Texans were proud, defiant. Iron tough. Despite the fallout, the devastation that turned millions of acres of cattle country into a scorched high desert, a remnant persevered. He had joined early leaders in unifying refugees, gathering resources, and deciding on a location for their new capital city. Old Mineral Wells was reclaimed and renamed Wellspring. But as the reality of postwar contamination set in and the once-fabled hot springs proved fatally toxic, the second Congress renamed it Ironwell, marking the rise of a coal-fired industry. They renamed the old Fort Wolters Fort Resolute, symbolic of their determination to rise from the ashes.

I was damn proud to be a part of it, Maddox thought. Many battles were fought against Burnt Plains dustbloods, gangs of raiders, the Cowboys, and horrifying mutants. He supposed they were just all trying to survive. About twenty years after the Reckoning, groups of people who’d bought tickets to stay in underground shelters emerged and joined the Republic, bringing with them old-world knowledge. The dust began to settle, and citizens felt safer to go about their business. The government became careless. Defense received less funding. Morals grew lax. The Unity Coalition had good intentions—but failed to act. That failure birthed the Dominion Party.

Being a lifelong military man, Maddox didn’t join a political faction. His duty was to the people, regardless of who won elections. But he secretly favored the Dominion Party, believing they would fully fund the Iron Forces and keep the Republic safe from outside invasion. He never dreamed his homeland would one day become the aggressor.

As the sun rose, workers began leaving their houses, walking or taking trolleys to their shops or factories, reminding him he should be getting ready. The parade and gathering at Unity Stadium were still hours away, but he had many details to attend to. With a silent farewell to the dawn, Maddox pivoted, marched down the empty wallwalk between the battlements, and passed through the steel door into the keep.
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General Crane stood along with everyone else on the dais—Vice President Randall Reagan, Minister of Internal Order Beatrice Graves, Reverend Abram Quell, President Luther Irons, First Lady Amaretta, and their sons, Colt and Jace. Colonel Vexler, the sadistic warrior wannabe who ran Luther’s secret police, was off supervising stadium security. Good riddance! Maddox thought. Guy would be scared off his ass if he found himself in an actual war situation. Their rivalry was mutual.

A local celebrity songstress led the national anthem from behind the podium, dressed in Republic red and black, while an honor guard raised the flag—a crowned hammer atop an anvil, encircled by flames, on a coal-black field bearing a vertical red stripe. Next, Graves stepped to the microphone—gray suit, stern as a religious school principal, pale face pinched, golden-blonde hair yanked into a severe bun.

“Remain standing and join me in reciting the Pledge of Allegiance.” Graves’s voice sounded sharp, cold, and unyielding. Her blood-red lipstick always looked out of place on the woman. Still, Maddox had to admit she was frighteningly efficient at her job.

The crowd of thousands hushed and repeated the words with her.

“I pledge allegiance to the flag of the Red River Republic and the nation for which it stands. One strength, one will, one dominion, with liberty and justice for all.”

The part about “one dominion” had been added when President Irons took office six years ago, and the capital was renamed—again. It didn’t matter. The people loved it. The idea of reuniting the continent under the Republic’s rule excited folks, made them feel powerful. He supposed that after all the years of suffering, they could use a boost.

Reverend Abram Quell took the stand next, his tailored suit and walnut-brown hair both cut in the latest fashion. He lifted his clean-shaven chin to announce, “Let us pray,” before lowering it in some form of humility. Maddox bowed out of respect, but he wasn’t buying it. Every decade, the tenets of the Old Religion changed, sometimes slightly—a new revelation by a modern prophet, an ancient text discovered, a more accurate translation of the scriptures circulating in print. So few of the pre-war Bibles remained that most people had never seen one and had no clue what lay within the pages. Quell’s religion was certainly closer to the truth than the Core Cultists, followers of the New Religion, or nonbelieving atheists who used the War of Reckoning as proof that no God or gods ever existed. Still, it wasn’t the message he recalled from his youth and childhood. Love, generosity, and mercy had been replaced by power, privilege, and patriotism. Only those who toed the line were worthy of heaven. Not exactly how he remembered it.

“In the name of the all-powerful God, Amen.” Quell’s voice—fervent, messianic, resonant—ended on a dramatic note, his hands raised toward the sun-soaked, cloudless sky, the crowd echoing, “Amen.”

Maddox’s billed army cap, embroidered with four gold stars, shaded his eyes from the brightness as the Iron Youth Choir stepped forward to perform one of the president’s favorite ballads, “From Ash, Dominion.”

Waste of resources, Maddox thought, his granite expression unaffected. A few years ago, despite his mad scientist crackpottery, Minister of Advancement Dr. Rourke Venz engineered the opening of Dominion’s first operational power plant since the cataclysm. So far, only the keep and the surrounding government buildings had electricity, Union Stadium being too far from the plant to benefit. Therefore, the old loudspeaker system and lights ran on diesel-powered generators. Need the fuel for trucks and Jeeps, not prayers, songs, and speeches.

When President Irons stepped onto the platform, positioned above the fifty-yard line in the redesigned press box, surrounded by a clear, bulletproof shield, the crowd erupted. Cheers echoed. Flags fluttered. Cowbells jingled. It was as if they were at a college football game fifty years ago, before anyone suspected the world would end. A banner flew above him with the slogan, “Unity Is Strength.” In the end zone, the battered scoreboard was covered with a large, full-color banner of the president’s bust, superhero-style, his right hand over his heart, gaze skyward, and the words: “Truth. Sacrifice. Unity.”

Bunch of useless hype.

It took a full ten minutes for the whistles and applause to quiet, Irons soaking it all in, a winning smile dominating his ruddy face. He was average height, a little on the heavy side, and just shy of sixty. The only truly notable features were his strawberry-blond pompadour and the thick sideburns framing his face. His suit was expensive, but less flashy than the reverend’s. He lacked the political pedigree of his V.P. or the intellect of the doctor, but none of it mattered. Irons had something they didn’t—command of the crowd.

“For the Republic!” he yelled, fists in the air, winning smile on his lips.

Finally, the people sat, pulling children into laps and finishing off popcorn and beer.

“All right, all right,” Luther acknowledged with a smirk. “I love you too.” A short round of whoops and hollers followed.

“Today, our great nation celebrates its thirty-fourth birthday. How many of you were around to help build it—stand up! Let’s recognize you.” As people began to stand, Luther turned toward the others on stage, waving them up. Maddox rose, adopting a parade rest posture. The other officials, all over thirty-four, stood, proud faces beaming. The remaining two-thirds of the audience, along with the entire Iron Youth Choir, clapped for them. They sat back down.

“Now that we have a great republic, a free and proud nation, a place of refuge from wildlings and raiders, it falls to us, to this generation, to protect it. We have reclaimed the desert. We forge iron and bend it to our will. Our factories have created the supreme war machine on the continent. Look at our symbols.”

Irons raised a hand dramatically, gesturing to the flag. “The hammer for industry, power. The anvil for forging a new order from the ruins. The black banner for pride and defiance. The red stripe for our blood, the price paid in war for our freedoms. And the flames, the crucible in which we are proven worthy. Strength remakes the world!”

As he shouted the motto on the national seal, the crowd roared once more.

Irons nodded toward Reverend Quell. “We couldn’t have done so without the blessing of the God of our fathers and their fathers before them. The Old Religion has proven true. It unites us as much as our language, our values, and our shared struggle to rebuild. Our God will reward us—count on it.”

Voices in the throng agreed. Once hushed, Irons continued.

“Of all the nations of Ashland, the fractured fragments of a once-powerful empire, only ours has retained a democratic form of government. Only ours honors the Old Religion above all others. Only ours has the true God’s blessing. You may say, why then did the bombs fall on our cities? Why were we punished with the rest? I tell you, it was a reckoning, but also a wake-up call. A call to return to justice, to the truth, to the Old Religion.”

Maddox had thought as much many times. In the first year after the war, he’d lost faith completely, fallen in with the doubters. Then he realized it must be a test. The world had become overpopulated. Something had to thin folks out. Those chosen to rebuild, to repopulate, survived. Their children would be stronger. He thought of his son, Marcus—a fine young man, dedicated to the Republic, an officer serving at Fort Rustin near the border with Verdancia. Though he had lost his one true love, Amira, just after the founding, she lived on in Marcus, who had her eyes and her smile.

“Take a look around at our neighbors,” Irons continued. “To the west, Pacifica, a confederation of city-states interspersed with wilderness, promotes the New Religion over the old. Why do you think half the coast split off and sank into the ocean? It’s a land of desolate mountain peaks and a violent shore. They are weak, leaving each member to their own governance. Should they rule over us?”

“No! Never!” The audience lapped up Luther’s words and passionate delivery.

“And what of the Burnt Wastes? Just a bunch of charfall ash-breathers. Rusty raiders, thieves, Cowboys, bike-gangers, mutant waste of air spare parts. All they want to do is destroy. They don’t even have a government, a religion, an ordered society. Will we let them overrun us, grab up our resources?”

“Hell, no!” echoed from the crowd. The excitement level rose with each of Irons’ pronouncements, a buzz electrifying the air.

“There’s no point mentioning the Frostlands—AlgonCree, they call themselves.” Luther smirked, rolling his eyes. People laughed. “Sit around in igloos eating blubber and seal meat, gathering in powwows. Real civilized, huh?” He waved a hand in the air. “Crater bait. They don’t count. Then there’s Appalachia, an ‘oligarchy of intellectuals,’” he mocked using air-quotes. More laughter. From the corner of his eye, Maddox noticed Colt Irons shift uneasily in his chair.

Irons rolled a finger around the side of his head. “Fruitcakes left over from a hundred Christmases ago, am I right? Who worships a machine? Who lets geeky scientists call all the shots? No offense, Dr. Venz. Our guy is one of the sane ones.”

Maddox wasn’t sure he agreed with that assessment, but Venz had gotten the power plant refitted to run on steam engines.

“Then there’s Verdancia.”

Irons’ demeanor shifted from comical to severe. The celebrators grew deathly silent, every eye and ear trained on their leader.

“It’s bad enough they resurrected a medieval form of government, total domination by a supreme ruler, but now that ruler is a woman—Queen Frost. Even her own people dub her a cold-hearted bitch. Let me enumerate the sins of those wickboned swamp spawn. They think declaring ‘freedom of religion,’” more air quotes, “makes them righteous. It makes them heretics. Their laws allow any adult to engage in sexual activities with any other adult—marry them too. Mingling of races, homosexuality, incest—what’s next? Bestiality? Pedophilia?”

Murmurs of disapproval wove through the stadium to the shaking of heads and angry frowns. A child in the choir clutched her flag more tightly, unease marring her features. In the stands, others peered up at parents.

“Why should they have their bellies filled from the bounty of their land while we must contend with strict rationing? I mean, really. How many nukes landed on their cities? What?” he cupped his hand to his ear. “You said, ‘What cities?’ Precisely. The southeast was once the poorest region. Lazy attitudes. Outstretched hands. Fish-fed fools. No wonder our enemies dropped so few nukes on them—no point wasting good bombs.”

President Irons made some good points. Maddox wasn’t denying that. Still, he could’ve just put it in the Dominion Voice. Not that many citizens could read it, as education kept getting bumped to the bottom of the list.

“Verdancia is filled with morally depraved half-breeds, even if their queen can trace her pedigree back to seventeenth-century royalty. Now, you know I believe all races were created equally—they just weren’t meant to mingle willy-nilly. And while I don’t believe we should behead homosexuals for being freaks, their immoral behavior isn’t to be tolerated in a righteous society like ours. The Queen’s Land presents a clear and present danger to our own—moral corruption, outdated autocratic ideas, and they’ve been fortifying their border more and more every day. Does she have invasion plans? Who knows?”

He glanced around, inspecting the worried looks on faces.

“Manifest Destiny.” Irons dropped the words like atom bombs. “The Old Religion tells us that the chosen people have the right to claim the Promised Land. This land.” He outstretched his arms in a zealous motion. “All this land, from sea to shining sea, is meant to be ours—the Republic’s. When that day comes, each of you will live with full bellies, warm homes, and power to spare. Timber from the Shattered Coast, technology from Appalachia, and as much food and cotton as you could ever desire from Verdancia.”

The shift in mood was palpable as eager listeners squared their shoulders, raised their chins.

“Here at Unity Stadium on our thirty-fourth birthday, I declare to you we will continue to rise from the ashes, a strong and righteous nation, forged from the blood of our ancestors. We will take what is rightfully ours and defeat any force that might rage against us. Strength remakes the world. One will. One continent. One Republic. Long live the Iron Realm!”

Citizens leaped to their feet in thunderous applause as Luther Irons returned to his seat. Their response still rang in Maddox’s ears long after he retired to the keep. Maybe the fuel hadn’t been wasted after all.


Chapter twelve
Bitter Wine


Jace Irons trailed into the presidential dining hall behind the rest of the family—as usual. Dad slapped a hand on Colt’s shoulder. “That’s my son,” he boomed. “Tonight, we celebrate!”

Jace narrowed his eyes, a frown carved deep into a face covered in stubble, a face accustomed to being overlooked. It didn’t matter what Colt might have done or said—he’d still have gotten a pat on the back. He was the golden boy, with his golden-blond hair and muscular build, being the firstborn and heir apparent. So what if he just got promoted to captain in the Iron Forces? Any fool could march around in uniform. Dad hadn’t been a military man. It’s not like Colt had followed in his footsteps.

“Come in and take your seats,” invited a sharply dressed host with a gracious bow. The elegant dining hall, large enough to cram in half of Dominion, was decked out for Founding Day, with black and red streamers, banners, and bows, some yellow thrown in for contrast. A gentleman gave Mom a bouquet of spring flowers, accented with green fronds.

“Thank you,” Amaretta replied sweetly, taking them with a bashful smile.

His mother’s eyes twinkled as she inhaled the bouquet, and, for a moment, Jace forgot about Colt. They were here to celebrate. His brother shouldn’t take that away from him too.

“Here, Mom. I’ll put those in a vase of water and set them on the table.” Jace squeezed past the vice president and his wife, appearing instantly at his mother’s side.

“Thank you, firecracker.” She beamed, passing him the flowers.

Why’d Colt get Mom’s blue eyes instead of me? There was nothing wrong with Jace’s honey-brown eyes. Many a young woman had complimented them as his best feature. It was just that Colt got everything—everything Jace wanted, anyway.

By the time Jace placed a crystal vase erupting with fresh flowers on the table, everyone else had taken their seats, and he was stuck with scraps—a chair between Tabitha, Vice President Reagan’s daughter, and fat cousin Andrew Irons. Nobody mentioned cousin Mateo Barrera anymore. He’d vanished after mocking one of Luther Irons’ decisions. Probably ran off to Tucson, where all the troublemakers end up.

“That’s perfect.”

At least Mom notices me. With a nod and a grin, Jace plopped into the vacant seat. “Well, ain’t you pretty as a picture this evenin’, Tabitha?” Dimples formed as bookends to his smile as he poured on the charm.

“Thank you kindly, Jace. As I recall, you played a mighty fine game the other night—scored two solo goals and assisted with another. Impressive.”

Jace let the heat fill his cheeks, soaking up her attention like a sponge. “It was just the Jacksboro Wildcats,” he answered modestly. “No point gettin’ outta bed if we can’t beat them.”

He lifted his wineglass and downed half of it.

“This evening’s entrée begins with a robust onion soup, served with corn tortillas and prickly pear fruit, followed by herb and butter-braised emu with mashed yucca root and—”

“Beef!”

The host paused, peering at Luther in trembling fear. “I beg your pardon, Mr. President?”

“I’m not eatin’ any goddamn emu,” he bellowed. “This is a special occasion, and I want a steak—a real steak, not some glorified chicken.”

“But sweetheart.” Mom turned to him, laying a delicate, bejeweled hand on his sleeve. “Emu ranching is one of the Republic’s most thriving industries. You helped develop it yourself—championed it, even. Don’t you think this is exactly the right occasion for emu?”

His expression morphed into a dangerous snarl, and he yanked his arm away. “Randall?” Luther turned to the vice president. “Wouldn’t you rather a juicy beefsteak than some dry, flightless bird?”

For some strange reason, Vice President Reagan looked startled, like a deer you surprise on a hunt. What a dweeb! The only reason Dad keeps him around is because his name still carries weight with the voters.

“Well, now, if beef’s available, of course I’d rather—”

“Bram?” Dad shifted to Colonel Bram Vexler, head of the secret police force. With a completely bald head and constantly dressed in black leather, the scarred man was the kind you wouldn’t want to run into in a dark alley.

“Nothing beats a perfectly grilled steak, Mr. President.” His voice oozed like a frog-infested mudhole. Didn’t matter. Vexler was on our side.

Luther’s demanding ire softened to playful humor as he swung a hand onto Colt’s shoulder—conveniently sitting to Dad’s right. Whatever.

“What about you, son? What should we eat to celebrate your promotion and the founding of our great nation?”

Colt’s response was thick honey, dripping slowly from a wooden drizzler. He shrugged, assuming a bashful look. “You know I don’t care what we eat. It’s good company that matters, and you all are family—the best.”

Jace drained his glass and tapped the stem on the table. “I say if Luther Irons wants steak, Luther Irons should get steak. Does anyone disagree?”

The host had turned as white as the bleached tablecloth running down the center of the long oak piece. Jace found it comical and lifted his empty glass, signifying he wished it refilled. The wine server, a pretty young woman in a white apron, her red hair twisted and pinned on her head, scurried over with an open bottle.

Jace eyed her invitingly. “Thanks, kitten. Got plans later?”

Her eyes rounded, and her cheeks flushed. “Really, Mr. Irons. I’m just a servant.”

“So? Still a woman, ain’t ya?” He winked and grinned to let her know he was teasing, and she was under no obligation—though he wouldn’t object if she agreed to his proposal.

“I suppose I can rustle up some steaks,” the host said, forcing a nervous smile. “But it will take a little longer.”

“Go on, then,” Luther ordered with a laugh. “Bring the soup and the other crap so we don’t starve. Then I want perfectly grilled steaks—got it?”

“Yes, sir. Right away, sir.” The quivering man practically flew out of the dining hall. Jace laughed.

“What’s funny?” asked Cousin Andrew.

Jace wrinkled his nose. Was that smell coming from Andrew? How could they be related?

“Rust it all, Andrew,” Jace swore quietly. “Have you no sense of humor?”

“Now, Colt, show everyone your new captain’s bars,” Dad instructed, pride resonating in his voice. It wasn’t fair. There sat Colt, with his pretty wife, Harmony, and their adorable baby girl, Chloe. How was Jace supposed to compete with a cute baby, for ruin’s sake? Did Dad announce Jace’s soccer goals or their big win? No.

Jace brooded. He drank. He flirted with Tabitha and the waitress. Who knew? He could get lucky. After ten minutes of boring chatter, Jace had had enough.

“Hey, Dad, did you get the report about Redline Munitions’ projections?” He lifted hopeful eyes to Irons, who sat three meters away at the head of the table, dipping a tortilla into his soup. The president glanced up at him for the first time, as if only now recognizing Jace was present.

Jace might not be as strong and heroic as his big brother—didn’t want to copy him anyway—but he followed his father’s humble beginnings by forging his own career path in industry. He started at the plant before Luther was elected president, and now, at only twenty-six, he had risen to a management position. Between that and his sports competitions, Dad should take notice.

“Director Ren handles all that,” Luther answered, biting into his sopped flatbread.

Jace continued, undeterred. “We got a new shipment of sulfur in from old Fort Stockton in the southwest desert. Add that to the saltpeter and charcoal the factories here in Dominion have been turning out, and soon the Republic will have more bullets and dynamite than all the other kingdoms put together. Colt and the army can’t do much without our ammunition, huh, Dad?”

“Yes, yes,” he answered patronizingly. “You’re doing well too. Your little factory makes a huge contribution to the Iron Forces. Hey,” he added, turning his enthusiasm up a notch from nil to one. “Someone’s keeping tally of how many rounds you’re producing, right?”

“I think so,” Jace answered hesitantly. Counting wasn’t his department.

“When you get to a million, we’ll have a big to-do. A fair, with a pie contest and games for the kiddies. We’ll fly banners and sell raffle tickets. One lucky winner gets the millionth bullet—that sort of thing. What do you think?”

Luther Irons glanced around the table, expecting full cooperation. He got it. Everyone echoed what a brilliant idea it was, and the discussion devolved into planning a site for the event. Jace splashed his spoon into an empty soup bowl and swigged more wine. Glanced at Colt. His brother didn’t seem to be engaged in the discussion. Instead, he beamed at his pretty wife, bouncing a laughing baby on his knee.

Maybe it’s not his fault. Everything just comes so easy for him, like he was born under a lucky star or some such New Religion crap. You wait, Golden Boy. My time’s comin’.


Chapter thirteen
Sanctioned


The next morning, General Crane sat at a table in his spartan quarters, cleaning his revolver, killing time until the executive meeting. He’d showered, polished his boots, trimmed his beard, and finished his single cup of rationed coffee. Dominion was down to its last case—all reserved for party leaders and high officials. He thought back to the day three years ago when a trading vessel from the West African Coalition had come up the southeast bayou to Port Freedom. He’d been sent with a division of soldiers to make sure their motives were peaceful. Merchants from all over eastern Red River Republic came with trucks, carts, or wagons to trade for coffee and quality cotton cloth. Luther had cut off trade with Verdancia the year before, so cotton—the preferred fabric for hot weather—was at a premium.

Unfortunately, Charles Ramirez, the former Economic Advisor and Resource Director, had opened his big, stupid mouth, pointing out how we should be courting the West African Coalition, since they were now the most powerful, influential nation in the world. Irons had thrown a fit, fired Ramirez, who subsequently “moved to Tucson,” and declared a tariff on West African imports so high that trade essentially stopped. So much for coffee. One more thing I love—gone.

He forced himself up, slipped into a crisp uniform, and holstered his clean, oiled sidearm. Looking every inch the Republic’s top officer, Maddox strode down the passageway toward the Command Hall. The keep had rooms for different purposes. Iron Hall was where the Congress met, Justice Hall for important trials, and Founders’ Chamber served as a chapel. He passed the Greeting Parlor for meeting important guests and the dining hall where the president, his family, and invited friends shared meals, bedrooms and bathrooms, private sitting areas, and a library. There were other rooms. In the basement.

Maddox was early, as usual. He’d been indoctrinated that on time was late, punctuality the apex. Beatrice Graves arrived next, gray suit, severe bun, glasses this time. She glided into her seat with the grace of a venomous snake—without a word of greeting—and opened a ledger.

No point disturbing her with a customary hello, he thought.

Soon they were all there: the egghead Dr. Rourke Venz, the zealot Reverend Abram Quell, the more recent Economic Advisor and Resource Director Dalia Ren, and the rot off a private’s boot Colonel Bram Vexler. A staffer passed out glasses of water, precious as gold.

The fact that water was quite literally life out here wasn’t lost on Maddox. He appreciated every drop that came from the city’s prime source—Possum Kingdom Lake, a reservoir on the Brazos River. Most of the groundwater here, along with the old mineral springs, was toxic. Deadly. The river and reservoir water still had to go through a purification process, but the city had that running decades ago. There wouldn’t have been a city if they hadn’t. He remembered a lot of people died drinking radiated groundwater, spring water, not knowing any better. Maddox lingered over his sip of the pure liquid. Rainwater would be better—if it ever rained.

“That’s right, Colt,” Luther was saying as he and his oldest son entered the official chamber. It was patriotic—the flag and seal, steel-plated walls, red curtains drawn over pretend windows, portraits of the founders and first president on the walls. Electric lights hummed. A fan whirred. A metallic scent in the air.

“It would be better,” Colt offered hesitantly with a shrug.

“I’ll think on it, son. Now.” Raising an assessing glance over the members of the advisory board, Irons took his seat at the oval table, Colt at his right hand. “What’s on the agenda for today?”

“Isn’t Vice President Reagan planning to attend?” asked the stenographer, an older man, built like a bent twig with a tuft of hair slapped on it.

“What do we need him for?” Irons scoffed, like the question insulted him. “Born politician. Why’d I ever consider advice from him?” He scooped up his glass, jostling some over the sides, and gulped.

“It’s just that, sir,” the twig with eyes stammered, “he usually attends.”

“Only because somehow he keeps finding out about the meetings,” Irons grumbled, slapping his water glass back down. “It’s not like I invite him. Anyway, on to business.”

“Mr. President,” Dalia Ren addressed in a tone teetering between respectful and scolding.

Maddox liked Dalia. A woman in her mid-forties, she was shrewd, efficient, fair, and didn’t talk too much. She wore her earthy hair down in pleasant waves around a heart-shaped face. Her brown eyes never revealed all, as if some deep secret lay within, waiting for the right person to reveal it. Yes, she was single. Smart. Attractive. But those days were long over for Maddox. His full attention rested with duty—and his son, Marcus. He pinned her with a curious stare.

“Are you aware of how much yesterday’s production cost? The parade, the stadium, the decorations, the free popcorn and beer? And that’s without adding in the fuel to run the generators. I know you love to present your populist message in the most flamboyant ways possible, but we must operate within the budget.”

“Must we?” Luther’s withering stare melted into a mocking grin. He pointed at her. “I guarantee it costs a hell of a lot less to appease the masses, to keep them enraptured with our message, to keep them loyal, than it would to go about putting down rebellions and bribing hundreds of thousands of voters. Free beer and snacks, free entertainment, and an afternoon of indoctrination? Peanuts. Haven’t you ever read your history, Ms. Ren? Roman emperors used to do this all the time. Bread and circuses. Keep the people happy and distracted, and they won’t even know you’re amassing all the power to yourself. Isn’t that right?”

He glanced around the table.

“The people must hear a message many times before they accept it as true,” said Reverend Quell. “If we wish to convince them their pittance of rationings is a feast, they must hear it time and again. Luther did a brilliant job of painting us in a superior light to our neighbors. The fact that they received food, music, and a cause to celebrate will only reinforce why they love their leader so much. He gives them what they want—within reason—and tells them what they want to hear.”

Maddox considered the strategy. Distraction often worked on the battlefield as well. Keep their attention in front of them, and they won’t see the soldiers creeping in at their flanks. It was clear Irons wished to consolidate power, but to what end? Maddox had always believed in democracy. Surely, Irons did too.

“See there?” Irons said and downed the rest of his water. “Ren, my other boy tells me our munitions production is booming. That so?”

“Indeed,” Dalia answered. She removed a neat handwritten sheet from her folder and passed it down the table. “These are the summer projections. We should hit a million boxes by mid-July, divided between .9 mm and .45 caliber for handguns, 6.8 mm ammo for the XMZ 5000 machine guns, and .22 caliber for long rifles. They’re not as lethal as the big guns, but our troops have a lot more of them.”

Irons granted her a satisfied nod. “Anyone here remember how folks used to make fun of Texas for having more guns than people?”

Maddox figured he and Dr. Venz were the only old-timers who remembered anything before the Reckoning.

“Well, they aren’t laughing now, are they?” Irons concluded. “Great news about the ammo.”

“None too soon,” Maddox commented in his deep, gravelly voice. “I received a letter from Fort Rustin requesting more munitions and supplies. Thankfully, they’ve got better access to food and water in the east, but the soldiers’ paychecks are weeks overdue. Many have families to support.”

“I’ll take it under advisement. Fort Rustin is our most critical base. Graves, what was it you started to tell me about last night?” He pivoted to the calculating woman.

“About the upcoming elections. Your spot is secure, as it isn’t a presidential year, but I’ve put together some projections based on what my spies have reported and the trends from the past few elections.” She rolled out a map of the Red River Republic with lines drawn in color to mark the congressional districts.

A blood-red nail, matching the hue of her lips, tapped on a spot near the top of the map. “The old Unity Coalition is still strong in this northern border region. Between there and the Ozarks, Unitists are projected to win the majority of local elections and congressional seats. Over here,” she said, shifting to the east, “is divided between the Loyalists and the Agrarians. We all know a vote for the Loyalists is merely a vote for the Dominion Party in disguise. The people need the illusion of choice, after all.”

The expression of glee on Luther Irons’ face troubled Maddox. Two more years, and someone else could win the presidency. But he didn’t truly believe it.

“Fort Rustin and the surrounding community are sure to vote Dominion Party, but our seat of power is here, in the central region, and the scattered villages of the west. Not a lot of seats come from there, as the population is so sparse, but the capital’s votes make up for it. The people here love you, and they’ll vote for your party against their own interests if it comes to it. Mr. President, I believe if you were to travel, go on tour to the east, you could win them over. Do something the Agrarians want—show them you’re on their side—and they’ll switch parties.”

“Out of the question,” declared Vexler. “It’s too dangerous. Even if you rode the train, you’d have to pass the craters of death, no-man’s-land, and bandit country before you reached Fort Rustin. Your life is too important to risk.”

“I’ll think on it. Anything else?” He steepled his fingers and glanced back at Graves.

“There is the matter of the dissenters who were arrested for protesting against the anti-miscegenation laws.”

Maddox’s neck tensed. This was a prickly subject in the army. Many Black and Hispanic soldiers served with honor, but new laws Maddox had pushed through Congress forbade mixed-race applicants from being accepted. He’d had the unfortunate duty of dismissing over a thousand soldiers who had signed on before the law was passed. He’d fought to grandfather them in. Lost.

“Protests are serious business,” Luther stated gravely. “Everyone thinks it’s the riots, the rock-throwing, the bashing of windows, and looting that are the problem, but they aren’t. Violent protests are inherently unpopular. Law-abiding citizens reject whatever cause they’re pushing out of principle. It’s the peaceful ones you have to watch out for. Words are power. We can’t allow the wrong ones to be heard.”

Luther Irons always talked about freedom in his speeches. But the more Maddox thought about it, the fewer freedoms he could identify that the current regime protected. Rationing of water, food, clothing, and fuel was practical. Necessary. Prioritizing a state religion as a unifying factor had been agreed upon early on, long before Irons’ rise to power. But all this doctrine of racial purity … And I have a niece who lives with her Black woman friend. What if the government got nosy? What if they persecute them? They aren’t hurting anyone. They can’t even produce children, let alone half-breeds. Still …

“I’ve just completed a new study,” Dr. Venz asserted. He turned on his electronic tablet. Maddox stuck to paper notebooks. More reliable.

“I conducted a battery of tests in my lab on subjects Ms. Graves supplied and have concluded—without question—that mixed-race mongrels are defective, inferior in every way to purebreds. Intellect, muscle tone, immunity to disease, and so forth.”

The overhead lights gleamed off his frizzy tufts of gray hair as he hunched over his information pad. “Now, people might ask, how can one study be conclusive? Although we can’t make it public, I’ve been in contact with scientists in Clover Hollow, in the Spires. They’ve concluded the same. Their Oracle, their all-knowing AI, matches couples to marry—which I would never suggest we do,” he swore. “But it never pairs partners of different races.”

“The Tower of Babel,” pronounced Reverend Quell. “The Almighty separated people by language, which means by race, and sent them out to be separate. It is heresy to disobey His directive.”

“We could make a public example of the protestors,” Vexler suggested. “A beating or a hanging. Put some fear into the people’s hearts.”

“That could backfire,” Graves countered. “President Irons must be viewed as a champion of the people, not a vindictive bully. Your strategy risks turning the criminals into martyrs. I can make them disappear. Quietly. Permanently.”

Maddox glanced across the table at Colt. His head was bowed, hands clasped together. He’s not on board with this, he considered. I can tell.

“You could take them for a swim in the Scalding Wells, give them a taste of the Pit,” Luther proposed, a calculating expression on his face. “Send them home with a warning—and disfiguring scars. We’ll tell people that, after the protest, they hid in the outer ring, an off-limits underground. Fell in. Terrible accident. If they open their mouths to say otherwise, then a trip to Tucson can be arranged.”

“I think that’ll cover it,” Vexler agreed.

Maddox felt sick to his stomach. The springs, once a life-giving symbol of health and vitality, transformed into a toxic pit of boiling torture. And Luther Irons, whose bid for president Maddox had supported? Had he always been unethical, cruel, and unrestrained, or had power corrupted him? There’s nothing I can do, he told himself. Anyone who calls him out gets fired. At least while I’m in command of the army, I can ensure a minimal loss of life on the battlefield. I can be a voice of reason on the council.

“Colt,” Irons said, turning to his son. Colt perked up, facing him with quiet dignity. “I’ve decided you can accomplish several objectives with one trip. I’m sending you on an important mission to Fort Rustin—I know you won’t let me down.” He grinned proudly at Colt. “Take the shipment of munitions and supplies to the front, and, while you’re there, I’ll arrange for you to give some speeches, let the good folks know President Irons hasn’t forgotten them. That farm bill the Agrarians want? It’ll pass Congress before you arrive.”

Colt nodded. “Yes, sir. I can do that—no problem.”

“Good. You need to be in charge of more operations, you hear that, General?” His commanding stare landed on Maddox.

“Yes, sir, Mr. President. Captain Irons is a fine officer.”

Luther smiled at the response, then held out his palms innocently. “It’s not like every elected official must belong to the Dominion Party. We have to maintain the mirage of democracy.” His gaze hardening, he added, “But it’s imperative we keep a strong majority at all times—no matter what it takes.”


Chapter fourteen
A Table Set for Ghosts


North of Nelanta, Verdancia

The wind whipped Lark’s hair around her face. The cap they’d given her was too big, and she feared it would blow off if she wore it. She sat in the back of the Jeep, paint bordering between olive drab and desert tan, speckled with rusty spots, as it sped down a modestly maintained portion of freeway. After several hours, they’d passed one delivery truck, a horse-drawn wagon made from a reclaimed pickup bed, and two folks riding bicycles. Traffic here was always light, she supposed.

Lieutenant Skye Navarro drove, managing to miss most of the potholes, while Wes Walker rode shotgun, the smoke from his homeroll stinging Lark’s nose. Younger than Lark, the wiry Black mechanic and gadget expert had enormous boots despite his average height. Across from her, Diego Marín—demolitions and heavy weapons—gazed out the open side, the wind pummeling his brunet kiss curl. About Lark’s height, Diego had a full cowboy mustache and compact muscles. He nursed an old top-of-the-line XMZ 5000 machine gun. Lark was stuck babysitting a cage of three pigeons, crowded by smelly ethanol cans.

Captain Luke Moreau sped along in the lead on one motorbike while sharpshooter and tracker Harlan McCrae brought up the rear, his blond curls tucked safely into his helmet, a long rifle strapped across his back. She pegged him for late twenties—older than her, younger than Moreau. She’d noticed his sharp green eyes, playful freckles, and cleft chin when they’d been introduced. “Handsome fellow,” Navarro had whispered to her. “No wonder he’s hitched.”

Lark had learned their names but had no intention of getting attached. This wasn’t summer camp; it was a mission. Recover supplies from the old hospital, collect what she’d come for, and race back to Saltmarsh Reach in time to save Tommy.

Deer grazing on the side of the cracked asphalt scattered at the noisy engines’ approach. Lark glanced down at the marvelous, multi-fire crossbow and stroked the smooth metal of its bolt canister, hoping it wouldn’t be needed for more than mutant vermin. She’d practiced with it before they left the capital. Lark still brought her hunting bow as backup but decided she liked the military advancements. I wonder if they’ll let me keep it? she pondered. Probably not.

The caravan slowed as it took an exit ramp. A blue-green ridge rose in the distance—her first real mountains.

“Just wait.” Lark turned to spy Diego’s grin. “Where we’re going, there are more than you can count. The Great Smoky Mountains.”

“But we aren’t crossing into Appalachia, are we?” Worry carved a line in Lark’s forehead.

“Naw.” Diego waved a hand at her. “Farther north than I’ve ever been, but not that far.”

Noticing the Jeep plodded along at a crawl, Lark looked out at a shabby town—with people. Interest piqued, she took it all in. A faded billboard sign marred with several large holes read, “Wel ome to Ne Holla d.” Tall poles with busted lights, lifeless wires hanging from some, leaned precariously. No one seemed concerned as bright faces shone at the visitors.

“This is New Holland,” Diego narrated. “I’ve been here several times before. “Population’s two thousand. They supply apples, pecans, grapes—odds and ends from their farms. Nelanta trades back cloth, clothes, cornmeal, and grits.”

Lark marveled as children ran out, waving and cheering. Mothers brought toddlers. Men stopped their work.

“Maybe they think we’re bringing new items,” Lark commented.

Navarro glanced over her shoulder. “No. They’re just patriotic. They love the military in this town.”

“Why’s that?” Lark wondered how Saltmarsh Reach would react if uniformed soldiers ever showed up.

“Regular army sends patrols around here,” she explained. “We’ve disposed of packs of warg, roaming bear mutants, and broken up a band of raiders that tried to take over the town. Plus, soldiers always accompany trade convoys, so they associate us with protection and getting new stuff.”

To Lark’s eye, about two out of three buildings were derelict or unusable. However, the others seemed quite nice—many even whitewashed. With no factories producing it, pre-war paint was scarce, whereas mixing powdered limestone with water was easy. Two men sawing wood outside a construction project stopped to wave, as did the two who’d been hammering. The attention made Lark feel self-conscious.

As they neared the end of town, they crossed a railroad track—rails tarnished, crossties cracked and weathered. An old passenger train had died on a sidetrack—windows fractured, paint peeled away, rusted red-brown, appearing like giant discarded lobster shells.

“Well, we could take the train,” Wes commented, his gaze following it as they passed, “but I reckon we’d run late.”

Skye rolled her eyes at him. “You think?”

Diego laughed. “Wes, you’re a hoot.”

Lark didn’t respond but kept her eyes keen with equal measures of interest and caution. Glancing out the back, she watched New Holland grow more distant. When they turned a curve, it was gone, swallowed up by a sea of thick vegetation. The Jeep rumbled along at a slower pace than the highway, bumps jarring enough to jerk Lark around on the seat. Saplings sprang up in the cracked, seldom-used stretch of road.

“My dad told me that lots of folks lived up this way after the war,” Skye said. “Farmers, timber cutters, chicken and hog ranchers, retail workers, a few factories, and scrap yards. But everything got cold and dark after the Ruin—stayed that way for a few years. Crops wouldn’t grow, livestock died, and people got desperate. Those in the outlying areas, without soldiers or police, didn’t fare well. Then the epidemics.”

She glanced over her shoulder. Lark was watching, and, for an instant, their eyes met. The lieutenant looked back at the decrepit roadway, dodging a tank-sized hole. “Not many people live around here anymore. We’ve run across a few small communities and some loners who’ve moved back. Land away from towns is free to whoever wants it—but it’s a hell of a lot of work to make it livable.”

“So, New Holland was the last civilization we’ll see until we head back?” Lark asked.

“Pretty much,” Diego answered. “It’s still considered Verdancia up to the old Virginia State line, but who knows exactly where that is? The borderlands are dangerous. No tellin’ what we’ll find.”
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It took another two hours at their slower speed to reach the Chattanooga-Oconee Forest and the mountains Lark had watched grow nearer. They’d driven through several eerie ghost towns, trees sprouting through the roofs of strip malls, a graveyard of rusted cars. Lark had seen the word “hospital” and pointed it out.

“Well, looky there, Navarro!” Wes had exclaimed. “Forty years and we never spotted that one.”

Skye groaned. “Walker, don’t mess with the newbie. That’s my job.” She flashed a wicked grin back at Lark, who sulked for having made such an obvious blunder.

A short while later, they stopped at a fork in the road. Captain Moreau had his map out, checking the direction they should take. The sun hung lower in the sky. A flock of geese flew overhead, their honks upsetting the pigeons. Lark took a sip from her canteen, then stood to stretch her legs.

“Take five.” Skye turned off the Jeep and hopped down.

“Finally!” Diego exhaled. “I’ve needed to pee for the past hour, and the bumpy ride didn’t help.”

“I hear ya,” Lark agreed, and set out to find a private bush—a simple task when surrounded by undergrowth. She was heading back to the Jeep when Harlan McCrae called, “Hey, come check this out.”

Sky and the captain shifted their attention toward his voice while Diego and Wes walked up from the other side of the road.

“What is it?” Moreau asked. He folded the map and tucked it into a pouch on his shoulder strap.

“An old cabin.” Harlan emerged from a narrow footpath that had probably once been a driveway, now overgrown with weeds, small trees, and brush. The fair-haired sharpshooter was easy to spot at over two meters tall and roped with muscles. An expectant glimmer lit his eyes. He waved for everyone to follow before gliding behind the foliage.

“It’s almost dark,” Luke commented. “Maybe we could spend the night there.”

“Let’s go, newbie,” Diego said, sidling up beside her. “I’ll watch your six.”

They all trailed down the barely recognizable path after Harlan to an opening encircling a lodgepole-style cabin set in a sea of tall grass. Vines gnarled around the porch posts and railings, growing up the sides of the house, nearly obscuring it in verdant foliage. Insect whines had begun to sound and, while still light, the sun had dropped below the horizon. A giant cockroach skittered across the porch and in through a broken window. The weathered wood barely hung together.

“Who’s going in first?” Luke asked.

“Harlan found the place, called us all over,” said Wes. “I suppose that earns him the honors.” Lark didn’t think being the first one entering that hovel would be an honor. Then again, she’d noticed Wes’s dry sense of humor.

“I’ll go first.” Lark heard the words as they left her mouth. She shrugged. “Swamp rat and all. I started target practice on monster roaches at six.” She slipped past Diego, Wes, and Harlan to where Luke stood with Skye. Navarro narrowed her eyes with a frown, as if Lark had challenged her to jump rope on stilts.

“Fine. I’ll go with you.” Skye whipped a flashlight from her belt and flicked it on to the accompaniment of a bullfrog chorus.

Lark cradled her loaded crossbow in her hands, heart pounding, wondering what they’d find. Skye smirked at her, a Glock in her grip. “Who’s watching the pigeons?”

Realization shot through Lark. It was her job. Her very important job.

“I saw an eagle flying around. Maybe it’s keeping an eye on them.”

“Wes Walker, I swear,” growled from Skye’s lips. “OK, Sutter, on three.”

On three, the two women breached a rickety front door. The scurry of a dozen little feet scratched across the floor. Lark stepped right, Skye left, as she swept the shadowy cabin with her flashlight. The front room held nothing but dust and old furniture. They stepped deeper inside, cautious, alert, analytical. Lark looked, listened, and sniffed the stale air. Rounding a corner, she saw it—a dining table set for company, the four chairs occupied by skeletons … two larger, two smaller. Another skeleton in the corner. Canine.

Confused disbelief swept over her at the bizarre sight, her jaw falling agape. “What happened here?” It didn’t look like a fight occurred. No weapons were out. No apparent violence to the remains. The neat table setting made her skin crawl more than any battlefield could. This wasn’t death in chaos—it was death by agreement.

Skye picked up a bottle from the nearby kitchen counter. “Poison,” she pronounced and set it down.

The cabin had run on electricity. Lark could tell by the style of lights, the ceiling fans, and the appliances in the kitchen.

“Clear!” Skye called. She browsed, opening cupboards, poking around in drawers. “Looks like they ran out of food.”

“But there’s plenty of game,” Lark observed, “plenty of plant life, and we passed a stream just a little way back. Surely they didn’t …” She stared back at the sets of bones, sitting at the table—silverware, ceramic plates, cloth napkins, crystal glasses—like a Sunday dinner.

“Yeah,” Luke said, striding into the room, his sense of authority tangible around her. “Could have been dyin’ with one of those dreaded plagues. Could have had radiation poisoning. Maybe the mom and dad’s minds broke, and they lost the will to persevere. I doubt we’ll ever know.”

Lark couldn’t conceive of any reason to give up. If forty years from now some scouts happen upon my bones, it’ll be obvious I went out fighting—a weapon in my hand, jaw clenched, and the bodies of my enemies strewn about mine. Not like this. A shiver shot down her spine just thinking about it.

“Didn’t find any meds,” Wes announced, “but I gathered up these electronics—a radio, couple of tablets, an information cube. I’ll put them in the Jeep to take back. Maybe someone can get them working again.”

A noise from across the room caught Lark’s attention. She nailed the beaver-sized, radioactive cockroach to the wall with a bolt. Its legs wiggled, a ferocious hiss ripping through the room, before it stilled. The others continued to poke around the cabin, Skye returning with a quilt, likely handcrafted with love by whichever of these skeletons was the mother. Maybe her mother or her grandmother had made it. Better for Navarro to take it than for it to rot. A piece of this family’s history with no one around to tell it.

“Diego, go grab our rations and bedrolls,” the captain directed.

“Roger that,” he replied, exiting the cabin as Walker reentered.

“We aren’t going to sleep in here, are we?” Lark asked incredulously. “With the bones?” She didn’t like it at all. While Lark, her family, and friends were believers of the New Religion, some marshlanders practiced a type of voodoo. Ghosts and spirits of the dead played a pivotal role, and she didn’t want these souls to become angry.

“Well, now, newbie.” Wes inspected her, head cocked, a hand on his hip. “I suppose you could always take your chances outside. Maybe a mutant bear scares you less than the long dead, but I’ll take my chances in here.”

Lark grimaced, glancing from the skeletons to Wes. She huffed out a breath. “I’ll go get the pigeons.”


Chapter fifteen
The Crossing


The team headed out at first light. Although the place made Lark’s skin crawl, no ghosts molested her during the night. Now, a slow, steady rain plagued Lark and the others in the roofless Jeep, her soaked shirt clinging to her toned body. Big or not, she wore her cap.

“I wonder if we’ll see a ‘drizzly’ bear today?” Wes’s deadpan drew a confused expression from Diego.

“What? There’s no grizzlies in the Smokies.”

Wes puffed out smoke from his last draw and hung the homeroll out the window. Doesn’t he care that it’s getting wet?

“No point tryin’ to fight the rain, Diego,” Wes replied with a wink. “It’ll just storm out on you.”

Diego groaned, rolling his eyes. “Those jokes are like light rain—they mist.”

“Do I have to make you two get out and walk?” Navarro gave Wes a hard stare, then returned her eyes to the road.

“It’s cooling things off. I won’t complain,” Lark added. She’d already sized up her crew. Wes was geek-smart, ready with a joke, unperturbed by circumstances, dependable. Diego, friendly and capable, treated her like a big brother might. Captain Moreau seemed always on duty, and Harlan was the quiet, observant sort. That left Skye for her to figure out. Competitive, but whether rival or ally, Lark hadn’t decided.

It doesn’t matter, she reminded herself. We retrieve the supplies, I get mine, then I’m out.

By mid-morning, the light rain slowed to a sprinkle. The road worsened as the grade increased, winding through dark forests laden with water droplets as fat as tears. The Jeep stopped. Lark glanced up in concern. A gust rustled the leaves above them. A hawk swooped low, as if eyeing pigeon for brunch.

“Bridge is out,” Luke called. He turned off his dirt bike, Harlan following suit. Skye killed the Jeep’s engine.

Twisting over her shoulder, she addressed Lark with business-like authority. “Tube and pencil.”

Lark fumbled in the box affixed to the pigeon cage, pulled them out, and passed them to Skye.

“Wes, umbrella.”

He pulled a small bundle from a compartment in the door, pushed a button, and the cover sprang up over the lieutenant. She scribbled a note on a slip of paper and inserted it into the tube. “Got to let Queen Frost know we’re off schedule so she doesn’t presume we died. It’ll take longer on foot. Pigeon.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Lark unlatched the cage door and carefully grabbed a bird without letting the others escape.

“And you don’t have to call me ma’am, soldier. I’ve got bars, but what matters is that we have each other’s backs.”

Lark nodded, passing her a monochrome bird—all but the incandescent green feathers on its neck. Skye secured the tube, murmured to the pigeon, then launched it into the air. Lark watched, hoping the hawk was long gone. The homing bird flew out of sight.

“Here’s what’s happening,” Luke directed as he and Harlan parked their bikes beside the Jeep. “Stow absolute necessities in your backpacks—food, water, weapons, bedrolls. Diego, pack ammo, dynamite, and B and E gear. Wes, dosimeter badges all around. Save room for stuff we pick up.”

“Hope the batteries don’t die,” Wes muttered under his breath.

“Harlan, climbing gear,” Luke continued, ignoring Wes’s comment. “Skye, respirators. Lark, pigeons. I’ll pack the radiation shield tarp. We should be far enough away from the Chattanooga and Knoxville hot zones, but I’ve heard tell of drift carrying hundreds of kilometers. We’ve never been where we’re going, so be ready for anything. Moving out in ten.”

Lark’s pack already held her essentials. Crossbow snapped onto a baldric, bow and quiver attached to her pack. Knife in sheath on leg. Canteen on belt—she refilled it from the big cooler. That just left this pigeon cage. She frowned. It was square. Awkward. Bulky.

Rummaging through the back of the Jeep, she found two lashing straps—yellow and black—in good repair and used them to craft fasteners to secure the cage to her body, leaving her hands free. Since the captain called for climbing gear, she assumed a steep incline lay ahead. She pulled on the gloves they’d issued. Snug fit. Excellent grip. These would do.

“All right, team.” Luke addressed them at the cliff’s edge, where the entire bridge had long since collapsed into the river far below. The opposite side had a more gradual incline, which would make it easier to get back to the road once across the river.

At a glance, Lark caught the stark change in terrain—sandbar, dense growth, jagged rock. Mushrooms loomed, twisted trees bore mismatched leaves, and a broad stripe of red cut the landscape, though it was early summer. The strange sights pulled at her focus as the captain spoke.

“Diego and I will set up a secure pulley here at the top of the ridge. Then I’ll descend first, and he’ll bring up the rear. Just snap on your safety harness and rappel down. You could do it in your sleep. Harlan’s packed another system in case we have to do this again. OK, crew—let’s go.”

Despite the drizzle, Lark and her team abseiled easily to the rocky bank below. But the rushing river’s roar made them pause. The current sucked at the bank. Whitecaps battered the swirling stream, shoving branches and debris through the canyon, slamming a log into a rock.

Lark and Diego quickly devised a plan for her to shoot an arrow from her longbow with a rope tied to the end into a tree across the rapids. They tied the other end securely around a remaining reinforced concrete pillar from the broken bridge, holding the rope as they crossed to keep from being washed downstream.

Balancing a pigeon crate on her head while clinging to the safety rope turned wading into a risky swim. Cold river water splashed into her face, contrasting with the warm sprinkle from the sky. Her foot slipped on slime-coated rocks, but her grip held. Lark was glad she’d worn her boots and not the heavy, clunky army-issued kind. The rapids’ thunder nearly drowned out Luke’s holler to hurry.

Lark’s soaking clothes and gear made her whole body feel heavy as she climbed out of the riverbed onto a soggy sandbar. Harlan was only halfway across, the others emptying water from their guns, when a rustle in the thick underbrush ten meters away startled her. Lark glanced up in alarm. The thrashing grew nearer, sending saplings, brush, and branches swaying.

A thunderous roar shattered the moment as a colossal, mutated black bear burst onto the sandbar, reeking of rot. Luke and Skye spun, weapons half-raised. Wes stumbled back; Diego cursed.

Lark knew black bears from the swamp. They topped out at four hundred pounds and two meters tall on hind legs, mostly harmless unless provoked. Some marsh folk even kept them as pets. Scarred, mottled, oozing with sores—this was no swamp bear.

The beast reared, towering over Luke, enormous jaws snapping and claws swiping the air. Its red eyes glowed unnaturally. Another angry growl tore from its throat, raspy, gravelly, like an old man who’d smoked all his life.

On instinct, Lark swung the crossbow into her hands. She fired the first shot, a steel bolt to the bear’s shoulder. A vicious rumble shook the air; it dropped to all fours, snapping at the shaft buried in its flesh. That heartbeat gave Luke and Skye the chance to dive clear.

Skye steadied her sidearm in a two-handed grip and fired, enraging the monster. It charged.

Luke leveled his shotgun and pulled the trigger. At point-blank range, it should have punched a hole through. Instead, the bear roared again and barreled straight for him. He worked the fore-end. Jammed. His eyes went wide as he rattled his weapon to no avail. The bear dug in with a back paw, blasting up a spray of sand, its bulk lunging like a rabid hound. Rainwater streaked with blood clung to its hide. Luke’s breath caught as the beast’s claws scraped nearer.

Fear jolted through Lark like lightning. She wouldn’t watch Luke get torn apart. Teeth gritted, she fired again. The bolt sank into its side, barely slowing the charge.

A canister landed at the beast’s feet, flashing with a concussive bang—Diego’s flash grenade. It staggered, shook its head, blinked those blood-red eyes, and lunged again.

Then a sharp, loud crack split the air, followed by a deep boom. Harlan’s rifle struck true—right between the eyes. The beast crumpled, its malformed head thudding against Luke’s boots.

Lark drew a shuddering breath. Her hands trembled as she lowered the crossbow to her hip and clenched them into fists.

“Nice shot, Harlan,” Luke said. Harlan shrugged and sloshed onto the sandbar with the others.

“Sorry, Captain.” Wes rejoined them, his head hung. “Radiated bears aren’t my thing.”

“Speaking of,” Lark mentioned, “it must have moved through a red zone. Considering a bear’s lifespan, it couldn’t have been born before the bombs dropped.”

“Very likely,” Skye replied. “Remember that strip of red leaves we spotted from across the river?” Lark nodded. “Fallout winds from the big cities to the west blew through here, adversely affecting the forest plants and animals. It’s no telling what we’ll find.”

“Then, is the area safe for us?” Lark figured there’d be things to fight. She wasn’t counting on the environment being one of them.

“That’s why we brought the gear,” Wes answered, tapping his badge. “Let me know if yours starts to glow.”

That wasn’t encouraging.

“OK, we’ve got kilometers to go.” Luke pulled a small tablet device from a waterproof pouch on his belt. Lark was fascinated by it, wondering how it worked and what it did. She’d seen pictures of them, but not a real one up close. “Sixty of them, to be exact. Due north.” He powered off the screen and returned it to its holder.

“How do you know?” Lark asked. “Did your tablet tell you?”

“Its GPS tracker did.”

Wes tromped beside her to explain. “It runs on a battery. Back at headquarters, we can charge the battery with a small, bicycle-powered generator. Gives Diego an excuse to exercise.”

“Excuse?” Diego’s eyes popped. He flexed his biceps in front of Wes. “I could bench press you.” Wes rolled his eyes.

Luke picked up the story. “When everything was going down forty-five years ago, some of the first targets were global satellites—enemies wanting to disrupt each other’s communications. One crashed near where my grandparents lived. Anyway, a company based in Virginia that built and launched them had just finished one when radar indicated a missile was coming right at them. Ten minutes. They weren’t going to get a safe distance away, but they had a shelter—hoped it would work. They fired up the rockets and shot that satellite into orbit just before the facility was leveled. Now it’s the only one. There’s an eight-hour window when we can access it, get information. We know exactly where to go.”

Lark was fascinated, but her focus was on retrieving the medical supplies. “Excellent! Lead the way.” She adjusted the pigeon cage’s strap, the two remaining birds cooing within, and they filed toward the path leading up the easier side of the cliff.

Lark glanced down as she side-stepped the massive, mutated bear. It must have been tainted as a cub to grow so huge. The glowing splotches, oozing lesions, and mangy bald spots stirred pity in her. It wasn’t the bear’s fault it was what it was. Still, pity didn’t negate the fact that they’d had to kill it.

Behind her, the river raged; ahead lay an uncertain path. Lark fell in line, marched on, the smell of blood and death still lingering in her nose, a foretaste of things to come.


Chapter sixteen
The Wild Unmade


The rain stopped. Wisps of clouds snaked around the sides of rounded gray-green mountains, clinging like pale fingers. Lark thought the region was quite lovely, though some sights were indeed foreign. As they approached the ribbon of red she’d spied earlier, she gawked at towering mushrooms, their caps blotched and swollen, some as tall as a man.

“Is that normal?” she asked, gesturing toward a clump of three spotted ones taller than her knees.

“I’ve seen some on the south side of Old Atlanta,” Luke answered. “Not sure if they’re dangerous, but I wouldn’t touch them just in case.”

“I wonder what this forest was like before, you know?” Lark asked, gazing about. The hammer of a woodpecker. Birdsong. Then a distant crash—something heavy hitting the forest floor. She scanned, saw nothing. Yet a sensation clung to her as oppressively as her wet clothing. Too many eyes in the dark.

“These mountains are very old,” Skye answered with the authority of a scholar. “They were here long before the first humans and might likely outlive the last. If our disregard for the planet scarred them, they will surely heal with time. Nature adapts. It will find a way.”

Resilience, Lark considered, like our kingdom motto.

Glancing up, she halted, staring in morbid curiosity. Before them, on the side of the crumbling paved road, stood a twisted, gnarled tree with three distinct kinds of bark. Her eyes followed it up to witness boughs bearing red maple leaves, green oak leaves, and clumps of dangling pine needles. It appeared as if some giant hand had twisted three species together and jammed them back into the soil.

“A chimera tree is what they call them,” Wes said. “The part lion, part goat, part serpent creature might be a myth, but these curiosities are quite real. You only see them along the scars—radioactive paths, old blast zones. Bad places. Who knows what we’ll come across in the red forest?”

As they passed from green to shades Lark had only seen in fall, she asked, “Why are they red?”

Skye answered her. “As near as we can tell, radioactivity killed the chlorophyll in the pine needles, leaving them this burnt, orange-brown color. After forty-five years, somehow, they’re still alive—barely, I reckon.”

A foot-long, two-headed lizard scurried across the road ahead of them—one head focused forward, the other eyeing her crew warily.

Wes and Diego exchanged jokes about which of them it was ogling with lusty thoughts. Luke and Skye discussed what to do when they reached the target, and Harlan marched along quietly, keeping his thoughts to himself. Water sloshed in the bottom of Lark’s boots, rubbing uncomfortably against the thin spots in the heels of her socks. At least her shirt was beginning to dry.

An hour had passed when Diego exclaimed, “My badge—it’s glowing!”

“Mine too,” Lark said. Her pulse raced at the implication, and she turned to the captain for instruction.

“It’s no cause for alarm,” he replied calmly. “Lieutenant Navarro?”

Skye slid the pack from her back and unzipped a compartment. “We all have respirators.” She quickly passed them out. “Wes, what’s your count?”

He studied a piece of equipment in his hand. “116 μSv/hr—caution range. We’re fine, but not if we linger.”

A twig cracked. Quail burst skyward. The forest fell still, leaving only the itch of invisible spider legs across Lark’s skin.

“Let’s hurry out of here then,” Luke ordered. “It’ll clear up once we get out of this red forest.”

They picked up their pace, and, after a while, Lark saw green leaves ahead. The tension that had been building eased as she supposed the worst was behind them. The malformed trees, mutated creatures, and ominous fungi would be gone—everything back to normal.

Yet even when they stopped for a quick break, once their badge lights went out, Lark didn’t feel entirely safe. Every snap and crackle, each time a rabbit bolted across the road, she sensed they weren’t alone.

She took a swig from her canteen and munched on a pemmican bar. “Am I the only one who’s creeped out?” She didn’t want to admit it. Lark prided herself on fearlessness in her swamps—alligators, snakes, boar. But here, every sight and sound was alien. She still feared for Tommy’s life. Had Gramma nursed him back to health? Was he already gone? Too much uncertainty drove her to distraction.

“I don’t find our surroundings comfortable,” Harlan admitted. “But I’ve got my gun. Whatever’s around the bend is what should be afraid of me.”

Lark laughed at herself. Not long ago, she’d said the same thing. She sobered when Luke stated in a grave tone, “I feel it too.”

“Something’s out there,” Lark ventured as a chill rolled through her.

“You’re imagining it,” Skye countered. Lark met her gaze, which told a different story.

She’s trying to convince herself, not me, she realized.

Luke pulled out his tablet and turned it on. A map appeared with a red marker flag and a blue dot. “According to this, our target is six hours away, and we’ve only four hours of daylight. We’ll have to make camp before dark, build a fire. That’ll dry out our clothes and keep critters at bay.”

One more gulp and Lark stood, hoisting her gear and the pigeon crate. Heavy tree limbs closed in from both sides of the road, slowly dripping residual raindrops as thick clouds obscured the sun. The ominous shadows brought her no comfort, and her thoughts retreated to Tommy and Milena. A gust rustled wet leaves. A glance over her shoulder. Harlan steadily bringing up the rear. The faint whiff of rot touched her awareness. Something was out there, stalking them, biding its time until darkness fell. At least Lark wasn’t alone.
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While Lark had some experience with it, Diego was a wiz at starting a fire with wet wood. Luke selected a campsite three meters from the broken stretch of road—some parts completely overgrown with kudzu—where a thick, fallen red cedar lay propped in the embrace of an ancient live oak’s branches. The trunk and its clinging boughs afforded some shelter. Skye and Wes strung up the radiation tarp to form a lean-to in case it started raining again. Meanwhile, Lark went with Diego to cut small dead trees from which to harvest dry kindling to burn.

Twilight draped the woods like a shroud, sealing in the humidity. It was hard for Lark to think about the time before she was born, when the long winter had set in.

“This is a good one,” Diego said. He whacked at it with his hatchet. “See? It’s not rotten, nor is it green inside. The recently departed are the best. We’ll drag this back, chop it up, and split logs to expose the dry interior. I have a little something to throw in that will ensure it burns hot and long.”

Hot sounded like a dirty word to Lark, but she looked forward to hanging her socks by the fire to dry.

A noise. Behind them. No, to the side. All around. Then she noticed—the insects had gone silent. The forest held its breath.

“Diego, let’s get out of here,” Lark urged.

“Hold your horses,” he exhaled. “One more whack.”

The thicket exploded. A warg lunged—red eyes burning, ulcerated lips peeled back to fangs. It leaped at Diego, who had just buried his hatchet blade into the dead sapling. Too fast. Nothing natural moved like that. Lark barely got her crossbow up in time.

The bolt flew, striking the enormous mutant wolf. The shaft quivered in its ribs, but the beast kept coming. It howled, crashed short, still not dead. Diego jumped back in shock, gripping his hand axe. With a tremendous swing, he split the beast’s skull, its yowl cut off mid-snarl.

“OK, rookie—you win.” Twisting the small tree from its stump, he dashed with Lark toward the road. They’d barely passed three strides when another warg slunk into their path, hackles bristling.

Diego propelled the twenty-foot-high, four-inch-diameter tree at it. The hairy black monster, glowing eyes, reeking of rot, sprang over the sapling, blood-slick fangs gnashing through its snarl. Lark’s aim was true, her shaft piercing the flying warg’s chest. She and Diego hopped to the sides as its body slammed down, shaking the dirt between them.

“Warg!” Lark yelled. “We’re under attack!”

Diego clenched his teeth. “My pack’s at the campsite—everything’s in there!” A scream and crash ahead. A gunshot rang out. They weren’t the only ones being ambushed.

Leaving the dead tree behind, Lark and Diego raced to join the others. Lark heard, felt, smelled a beast thundering up behind her. She caught a branch, swung, landed behind it, and fired before it reached Diego. Its corpse struck him, driving him face-first into the mud beneath its bulk.

Diego let out an “oof” and swore. “Get this rustin’ buzzard bait off me, goddammit!”

Lark grabbed a back leg and yanked, glad she still wore her gloves. She couldn’t imagine touching the open sores or coarse hair covering its body. Diego pushed up, rolling it the rest of the way off. “Thanks,” he grunted, swiping blood from his nose.

They ran across the road to find their teammates engaged with the rest of the pack. Light flared from Wes’s gun, searing fur. Harlan perched atop the cedar, rifle barking. Luke and Skye fired in measured pops. Some ravenous creatures fell dead; others spun to regroup.

From the shadows, red eyes, snapping jaws. A pounce. Lark wheeled toward it, hit the dirt. The charging warg launched, sailing over her prone body. She sprang to her feet—the beast barreling at the pigeon cage.

“No, you don’t!” she yelled and hit it with a bolt. If the homing birds were lost, the mission died with them. Her magazine was almost out. Diego descended on the wounded creature with his hatchet, finishing it with a wet crunch of bone and blood. The remaining warg must have had enough. As quickly as they had appeared, they vanished, leaving only rancid carcasses and their fading growls behind.

Lark leaned her hands on her knees, crossbow dangling from its cord, as she caught her breath. “I told you something was out there.”

“Plebe,” Skye replied wryly. “There’s always something out there. Now help us drag these things downwind while Diego gets our fire going.”

The insect whines had returned as the last, faint light filtered through the trees to the west, clouds veiling the moon and stars. Five more minutes and it would be pitch. Lark nodded, grabbed the nearest tail in a firm grip, and tugged. The team piled the steaming carcasses in silence that echoed louder than the fight.

The grizzly task accomplished, Lark collected her spent bolts and joined the others around the fire that Diego had magically conjured from wet fuel. Even her bedroll was soaked. Lark hung it over a branch near the crackling campfire. She also hung her shirt, pants, and socks, undisturbed by sitting on a stone in her underwear. Everyone else had done the same. She stole a glance at Skye—not out of personal interest, merely comparing muscle and curves, telling herself she could take her if it came to it.

They ate their meal while everyone related stories of previous ventures or imagined what their friends and family members were doing back home. Lark didn’t join in. No point getting attached to these people—even if she was starting to like them. Instead, she focused her thoughts on Tommy, Milena, Gramma, Leif, and Bryn. They were her family. They were who mattered.

The team drew straws for keeping watch, though Luke said he didn’t expect another attack. As soon as her blankets were dry, Lark wrapped herself in them under the tarp. Skye took the spot beside her.

“You did all right today, soldier—especially for a newbie.”

“Thanks.” Something had been itching at Lark’s brain. “If the captain has this GPS on his tablet showing him where the hospital is, why not just send a balloon? Why do we even need this mission?”

Skye blinked at her like she’d just asked the dumbest question ever. “To secure the position, of course. Queen Frost only has three working hot air balloons. Silk is the rarest of commodities, and we can’t risk losing one. We don’t know what we’ll find there, and, if there are hostiles, we have to take them out before sending a pigeon with the all-clear.”

Lark sighed. “That makes sense. I didn’t know.”

Skye’s expression softened, and she swatted Lark on the shoulder. “Of course not, silly. You’re a plebe. But you’ll learn. Let’s get some sleep.”

“Yeah, OK. Goodnight.” As she inhaled the scent of the fire and the woman beside her, Lark’s thoughts turned to home. I wonder how Tommy’s doing, if Milena is taking care of herself too. Bryn’s probably in bed. I’ll bet Gramma made a delicious gator stew. Hot cornbread …

The next thing she knew, Harlan was shaking her awake. “Your shift.”

During the night, the clouds had given way to the moon and stars. A pale light rose in the east. “I’m awake.”

After eating, the crew packed up, put out the fire, and continued toward their destination, yesterday’s encounters fresh in Lark’s mind. The pigeons cooed softly from where she’d strapped them to her back while her darting glances constantly scanned the woods. The feeling that danger hadn’t passed weighed as heavily as her gear.

When the abandoned town with the unexplored hospital came into view, Captain Moreau stopped them, sending Harlan ahead as a scout. Lark and the others sat in silence, sipping water, taking a relief break. Wes smoked a homeroll. Diego ensured his magazine was full.

All eyes shot to Harlan when he returned. Standing before them, rifle cradled in his hands, he swallowed; a deadly serious expression marked on his face. “We’ve got trouble.”


Chapter seventeen
Price of the Cure


Lark hid the pigeon cage in a clump of wild lungwort and ferns, quietly following Harlan and the crew. Fifty meters ahead, across a cracked parking lot, loomed the hospital—five stories high, windows broken, canopy collapsed, walls strangled by vines and streaked black—and its new residents. A campfire blazed under a breezeway where a couple of humans roasted meat on a spit. Men and women drifted in and out of the building through the breezeway doors. Warriors in animal skins approached from the rear, lugging a whitetail deer, its feet strapped to a pole between them.

Some were talking, speaking English, the activity revolving around a burly, bearded man in a wolf skin mantle. Most wore buckskin, calico patchwork tunics, or shirts and trousers fashioned from cloth scraps. Several had hats, and most wore shoes. Lark couldn’t make out faces clearly, but it looked like an entire community—at least two dozen adults. Men. Women. Children.

“Taken over by squatters,” Skye whispered.

“Not just squatters,” Luke amended. “Wildlings.” He passed his binoculars to Skye, who pressed them to her face.

“Well, scorch me sideways,” she uttered, handing the field glasses to Lark.

Adjusting the sight, she studied the trespassers. Matted hair stuck out in wild clumps. Piercings decorated with bone shards. Animal pelts. Bone talismans. Crude tattoos. A warrior grinned with teeth filed to points. No mutant characteristics, though. Relieved, she gave the binoculars to Diego.

“We can just talk to them,” Lark suggested in a hopeful hush. “Tell them we mean them no harm and just want to collect the medicines.”

Wes scrunched his brows with a frown. “Did you eat the wrong mushrooms? Those are wildlings.”

“Yeah, but they’re still people,” Lark argued. “And they have children in the camp.”

Diego returned the glasses to Luke. “You’ve never come across them before, have you?” Lark shook her head. “They’d as soon put us on that spit and roast us as any game from the forest. They’re barbarians. Whoever can defeat contenders in combat gets to make the rules and tell the rest what to do.”

“They treat their women like slaves,” Skye added in disapproval. “They’re too primitive to be reasoned with.”

“But why?” A knot twisted in Lark’s stomach, a sick feeling rising as she watched two children chase each other, laughing.

“Who knows how they got to be like that?” Luke ventured. “Desperation does things to folks. They descend to their basest nature without a civilized society to keep them accountable.”

“We’ve had run-ins with raiders, and they aren’t like that.” Lark didn’t want to kill these people. But if they wouldn’t let them have the medicine … I’ve got to get the antibiotics for Tommy, or he’ll die.

“Raiders are just criminals,” Wes answered. “As civilized and smart as you and me, only they’d rather steal than work. The wildlings are like mutants with tan skin whose eyes don’t glow. You can’t equate them with regular humans.”

“I have to wonder if our scout saw these guys,” Skye commented, “and that’s why we were sent to secure the location.”

The captain shook his head. “Queen Frost would have told me if our intelligence reported this infestation. I know it’s unpleasant, but remember how deadly these savages are. They stand between us and our goal.”

“We could try talking first.” Lark felt sick, the pressure of conflict within her chest.

Harlan shook his head. “We’d lose the element of surprise, and there are too many of them. Surprise is our biggest advantage.”

“Harlan’s right,” Luke declared. “If we can run them off, that’s great. But I know wildlings, and they’ll fight. Nelanta needs what’s in that building. Saltmarsh Reach needs it too. I don’t think you understand the situation our kingdom faces. Gaining those supplies is critical. I’m the one giving the orders, so if your conscience bothers you, blame me.”

The captain’s steely gaze bore into Lark’s until she lowered her chin, looking away. She nodded. “Yes, sir.” Either she killed unfortunates, or Tommy would die. Then Milena would be heartbroken—a fate Lark couldn’t allow.

“We need to plan this to avoid further destruction of the hospital,” Luke explained, glancing at Diego. “Explosives would be like attacking a fly with a sledgehammer. But smoke canisters or flashbangs are OK.” Diego nodded and dug through his pack for the right grenades.

“Harlan, you see that balcony on the third floor?” Harlan’s gaze followed Luke’s finger. He nodded. “I want you to set up there before they know we’re coming. Lark, can you scale the outside walls?”

“I’d need a closer look, but, if not, I could shoot a rope through a window and climb it.”

“You and Harlan will make your way around to the backside without being seen,” Luke laid out. “Get him to that third-floor balcony, then find a nest for yourself. When you’re both in position, Diego will lay down fire while the rest of us get close.”

Lark wasn’t looking forward to this fight, but she didn’t have a choice. She and Harlan slunk around the edge of the overgrown parking lot with a few rusty old cars and broken light poles. Crouching in some bushes, they faced the backside of the hospital and scanned for prowling wildlings. They all seemed to be hanging out in front or inside. She spied a back door, but it was too risky.

Leaving the cover, they slunk through tall grass until reaching the wall. Lark tugged at a vine, testing its strength. It seemed secure, and she wasn’t heavy. Gloves on, weapons strapped, she gripped the vine and climbed.

It remained firm until halfway past the second floor. By then, the plant’s growth was newer and less substantial. A chipped brick formed a handhold, a missing one to slide her foot in. Window frame. Strip of trim. Lark reached carefully through the hole in the window’s pane, unlocked it, and pushed it up, wiggling in with feline ease. This had been a patient’s room. Now, leaves scattered the floor, and a moldy stench oozed from the walls, thick in her throat. The sheets must have been white long before she was born.

The bed was the most substantial thing in the room. Ensuring its wheels were locked, Lark secured the rope to it and tossed the coil out the window. In seconds, Harlan joined her. Silently, she rewound the rope and pushed it into Harlan’s backpack. Weapons in hand, they crept into the hallway. Ceiling tiles littered the floor, others hanging by threads. Light filtering from windows allowed them to pick their way down the hall to a vending area with a door onto the balcony across the way. A faded sign read, “Smoking.”

Harlan nodded, turned the handle, and pushed. Lark cringed when the door made a loud creak. Harlan shrugged and crouched on the balcony, readied his rifle. Noticing a similar balcony flanking this one, past the collapsed canopy, she nimbly hot-footed it back down the hallway and around the bend. It seemed as if nobody bothered coming up here.

A nurse’s station. A medicine cabinet. Her eyes flashed, and her heart thumped in her chest. But this wasn’t the time to start gathering. At least she knew something of value was here.

Gliding onto her balcony, Lark detected grunts, growls, and gruff voices below. The brawny, bearded man with the wolf mantle grabbed a reluctant woman by her hair and yanked. “Me. Now.” He shook a staff adorned with a diamondback’s rattles and squirrel skulls dangling above a fur strip. He glared at her resistance. Others were eating or engaged in tossing rocks at a can. The two hunters busied themselves cleaning the deer, which now hung from a sprawling oak near the breezeway.

Harlan made a two-fingered salute toward where Luke and the others waited. She copied his action, readying her longbow—better range.

Gunfire tore through the gathering, spraying dirt and sparks, sending the wildlings into disarray. Lark let her arrow fly, targeting the leader. He moved faster. Screams split the air as their foes raced for shelter or to snatch their weapons. A smoke canister exploded in their midst, and Lark saw Skye, Luke, Wes, and Diego charge across the parking lot. Diego’s machine gun spat fire. Skye paused behind a rusted vehicle to discharge her pistol. Several of the wildlings lay on the ground, writhing or still. The rest poured into the hospital. No targets remained.

Lark slung her bow, snapped her crossbow into place, and stepped inside. She searched for the stairwell. Harlan met her in the hall and shook his head, pointing at the elevators. She returned a puzzled expression.

“The stairs could be trapped,” he whispered. “If not, they’ll hear us coming.” Digging his fingers into the elevator doors, he tried to pry them open. Lark held out the knife from her calf sheath. He grinned and worked it in the crack, jimmying it agape. They both pulled. Doors opened. One car hung at the top floor, the other stuck on second. Harlan tested his weight, then stepped onto the elevator car’s roof. “We’ll take that service ladder.”

Lark followed him, holding tight, shooting nervous glances at the car above them. Metal creaked. Shots cracked. Voices bellowed. Their weight on the ladder made the rickety thing rattle. The shaft moaned. Lark’s every nerve stood on end as she feared that car would plummet down onto them in a second. Give me a straight-up fight any day. Her brain ticked through escape routes. Harlan braced his boots on the outside of the ladder, sliding the rest of the way. Lark followed. Sliding. More scraping. Sparks and metal shavings showered her. Harlan rushed under the other car. Lark’s feet hit the bottom. And down it came.

Instinctual reflexes took over, driving her to safety a split second before the tremendous crash shook the shaft, pelting them with shards of rust and dust. “So much for surprise,” Harlan moaned.

When they pried open the door, three wildlings pushed in, bone necklaces rattling along with spears and clubs. The potent stench of their unwashed bodies stole Lark’s breath. A wiry man with black tufts of hair wielded a six-inch-round club at her head. She dropped to the floor as it bashed into the wall behind her. Harlan had her knife, dueling the other two in the close quarters. Lark rolled between her attacker’s legs, springing up behind him. He swung again. Lark lunged to the left, landing two powerful punches to his side. The momentum of his swing slammed his club into one of the others attacking Harlan. Stunned him.

Lark bared her teeth, taking the second’s reprieve to level her crossbow. The wiry wildling doubled over as steel penetrated his flesh, blood jetting from the wound. She pushed him aside, heard him crumple to the floor as she bashed the stunned wildling with the butt of her weapon. The primitive woman toppled over beside the one she’d shot. Harlan pushed the last one through the open elevator door, braced a foot on his hip, and yanked the knife from his gut. Filed fangs flashed in a grimace as he fell backward.

Smoke clogged the passage, and, for an instant, Lark feared they’d be cut down by friendly fire.

The pop of a handgun to their left. Harlan motioned with his chin, handing Lark’s knife back to her. Gripping his rifle in both hands, he led the way. “Two hawks coming through,” he called out, ensuring they weren’t killed by mistake.

Smoke curled, rocks clattered off metal, and Skye and Wes crouched behind a gurney turned on its side, being pelted with rocks. One struck Lark in the shoulder—hard. “Damn, that hurt!” She dropped to her hands and knees, crawling beside the others. Harlan fired a shot through the smoke cloud, then slid down the wall behind the barricade.

“Where’s Luke and Diego?” he asked.

“Other side,” answered Skye. “This is pure chaos. Can’t see a rustin’ thing!”

“Diego went a little overboard,” Wes groaned. Gripping his odd handgun, he popped above the gurney for an instant, squeezed his trigger, and a burst of light flew down the hall. She would ask later.

The sound of stampeding feet rumbled toward them. Lark sprang up, fired straight ahead. A growl of pain and a solid body flew over their makeshift barrier. Despite Skye and Wes’s attempts to brace it, the gurney toppled over. In a blink, they were in hand-to-hand combat.

A spear jabbed toward Skye. Lark clutched her wrist, yanked her away. A hand crushed Lark’s throat, slamming her into the wall. Her attacker’s muscular body pressed to hers. No room to kick. Can’t breathe. His hot, stale breath puffed in her face. Blood draining. She wiggled her hands up between them, above his shoulders, and pressed her thumbs into his eyes—human eyes, not so different from Tommy’s. No. Can’t think. Can’t hesitate. Lark increased the pressure. His grip loosened.

A crackling noise. Her attacker fell limp. Wes had taken him down with another odd weapon. It shot sparks until the wildling lay quivering on the floor.

“Watch out!” Lark yelled.

Wes ducked and spun. Crossbow back in her fingers, Lark impaled a woman wielding a fiery torch. It toppled onto the padded gurney, which burst into flames.

Lark’s eyes flew wide when she spotted an oxygen tank rolling down the hallway toward it. Enemies still on their feet fled in the opposite direction.

“Run!” Skye shouted, beating Lark to giving the same command. The four of them raced away just as an explosion sounded.

Rust is all, Lark cursed to herself. That better not destroy what we came to get. She remembered the drug cabinet on the third floor. The fire wouldn’t ruin everything—if they could put it out in time.

Lark skidded to stop, taking a step back. “An extinguisher!” She smashed the glass with the butt of her crossbow, pulled it out, and pushed it at Luke. He slung his shotgun over his shoulder and took it.

“Scout ahead. I’ll put this out,” he directed. This time, Diego accompanied Lark, his heavy gun at the ready.

“Ammo’s running low,” Diego admitted, voice thick with worry.

“There can’t be many of them left.” Lark stopped at a corner, held up a hand, intuition nagging her like a harpy. She crouched, picked up a random bedpan lying on the floor, and tossed it around the corner. Battle cries and smashing sounds boomed from the next hallway. Diego readied his machine gun, burst around the corner, and opened fire. Dust fell from the ceiling. A soft shuffle. Lark glanced up in time to see the wildling leader plunge through a hole above to land on Diego’s back. His gun sprayed wildly before he could release the trigger. Lark ducked, rolled. The muscular, bearded man in the wolf cloak, sharpened teeth bared, bone talisman rattling, raised a knife, a sliver of sunlight flashing off its blade.

“Hey, you creak-ridden son of a glitch!” she yelled, catching his attention for an instant. “Yeah, I’m talkin’ to you, worm food. I saw how you treat your women, and I don’t like it. Not one bit.”

Her tirade gave Diego a second to spin, throw off his attacker. But the wildling’s blade bit, slicing a gash in his deltoid. Better than his throat, Lark breathed.

The two men grappled in combat. Kicking, gouging, punching. The wildling cur bit Diego, sinking his jagged teeth into her comrade’s forearm. The image of Tommy’s bite flashed across her mind, stirring rage in Lark. Diego reached for the hatchet on his belt, his fingers just missing. The two scuffled tightly together, twisting this way and that. Lark couldn’t get a sure aim, afraid she’d hit Diego.

“Oh, rust it all!” she swore, and jerked the knife from its holder. She rushed into the fray, aiming for the wolf hide. The leader yowled when her blade sank deep. When he spun toward her, snarling, blood dripping from his lips, she sprang clear. She watched his vicious visage go blank and pale as Diego slammed his hatchet into their enemy’s neck. A fountain of blood sprayed the wall, and the big wildling sank to his knees before falling forward, forehead smacking the littered floor.

Frantic shouts rang out from the others. They snatched up children and ran, vacating the property. Luke and the rest of the team arrived in time to see Lark and Diego yanking their blades from the leader’s corpse.

“Fire’s out,” Wes supplied. “Guess you don’t need our help.”

“They fled once they realized their warlord was dead,” Diego said. He winced, glancing down at his ripped sleeve and bleeding arm.

“Here,” Skye offered, waving toward a dusty exam room. “Let me fix that up for you. We are in a hospital after all.”

Diego laughed and shook his head, taking a step toward her. Then he glanced back at Lark. “We make a good team, kid. You’re all right.”

His appreciative smile struck pride in Lark’s heart. For an instant, she felt like a victor, a hero, a warrior. Then, the night of the raid on Saltmarsh Reach crashed back into her mind, dousing the feeling, leaving her resolute.

“Is the medicine here?” she asked. “I saw some on the third floor.”

“Oh, there are crates and boxes full, Plebe Lark Sutter,” Luke said with a grin. His face dripped with blood and sweat. Everyone had sustained bumps and bruises, cuts and scrapes. But they were alive.

“Come on, Lark,” Skye said with a grin. “We’ve got a pigeon to send home.” She looped her arm around Lark’s shoulders, and they walked outside together, stepping over pierced flesh and puddles of blood. A child lay among the armed fighters. The sight stabbed at Lark’s gut. She turned away, focusing on medicine for Tommy. “You know, you and I saved each other’s hides today. That makes us true comrades in arms.”

Lark figured she was right but was uncertain how it made her feel. She’d killed enemies who attacked the Reach before. Nothing like the past two days had been.

“I suppose,” she answered, torn between gratitude and a sense of obligation. “Let’s send that message to Queen Frost.”


Chapter eighteen
The Kingdom’s Due


“What do you want me to do about the protests?” General Reuben Stark crossed his arms, brow furrowed.

Queen Azaleen Frost glanced up from the table where she sat with Secretary Camille Navarro and Chief of Staff Sabine Fontaine. The old warhorse filled the doorway of the upstairs meeting lounge. She preferred the relaxed intimacy of the airy room with its expansive French doors open to the balcony. A breeze lifted the frilly pastel drapes and brushed Azaleen’s cheek.

The queen scowled at him, more from annoyance than anger. “What protests?”

There were always protests. Azaleen had to walk a fine line between ignoring them and doling out harsh punishments. Keeping the people’s favor, protecting them from internal and external dangers, spearheading innovations, and procuring vital necessities without anyone discovering the bareness of the kingdom’s coffers had proved nigh impossible.

“In the city, crowds of residents are protesting the tax on coffee and tea. They claim you’re trying to destroy their culture and force them into drinking only water and juice.” Stark’s tone dripped with sarcasm.

“At least we still have some.” Azaleen rubbed her temple, a headache coming on. “But supplies are so low, the only ways to cut consumption are through rationing or taxes. Camille, when do we expect the West African traders to return with more goods?”

“They never keep to a set schedule.” Camille dodged Azaleen’s eyes. Glancing at papers on the table, she nervously twisted her dark hair.

“We’ve widely distributed recipe pamphlets on how to make flavorful teas from plants that grow here,” Sabine added. “I drink them myself.”

“They’ve become too comfortable.” Azaleen leaned back in her chair, craning her aching neck to look up at Stark. “There was a time not that long ago when folks would fall on their knees with prayers of thanks if they found anything to drink that wouldn’t make them sick—or worse.”

Camille drummed the table with a considering look. “Perhaps they would see rationing as more equitable. It would affect the rich and poor alike.”

Azaleen lifted a brow, peering across at her chief of staff. “Then we’d have a new set of protestors—and they’d be better funded. Besides, we need the revenue if we ever hope to improve kingdom communication and transportation.” A frustrated sigh escaped her lips, and she clenched her jaw. “Irons has functioning railroads.”

Raising her chin, Azaleen decreed, “As long as they are peaceful and cause no harm, let them protest. Sabine, map out a new publicity campaign highlighting the harmful health risks of caffeine consumption while promoting the refreshing coolness of fruit and melon water as the preferred summer beverages. Is that all, General Stark?”

He shifted uncomfortably and scratched his ear. “We’re hearing noise from Stonevale. A new movement supporting Lord Thorne Calder is gaining momentum. There’s even talk of putting Thorne on the throne.”

“Naturally.” Azaleen tried to relax and appear unmoved. She sipped her cucumber water.

“Madam Queen, what if they were to stage a coup?” Stark stepped forward, taking a seat at the table, a look of genuine concern covering his face.

“My father married me off to Lord Thorne’s son to unite our factions,” she reminded her counselors. “I’ve no doubt Calder aimed to put his son on the throne alongside or without me, only Aren died before King Edric, dashing his hopes. It was only a matter of time before he’d try another tactic to gain the crown. But he loves his grandsons. He’d never risk a military attack that might endanger Eldrin or Caelen. Still, we must remain vigilant to any political ploys or smear campaigns he may devise.”

Azaleen turned to Sabine. “Compose a letter inviting Lord Thorne and his whole family to join us here for the upcoming Kingdom Day Festival. We’ll serve a banquet in their honor, hire musicians and entertainers, allow Lord Thorne to give a speech.”

“Holy mother of ruin!” Stark gawked like a hooked bass, slapping a palm on the table.

With a sly smile, Azaleen ran her finger around the lip of her glass. “Surely you recall your Sun Tzu, General—keep your friends close and your enemies closer. You are my friends, whose insight I cherish. Don’t you agree?”

Camille’s eyes twinkled as she gave a nod of approval. “It is the diplomatic thing to do.”

“I’ll write an eloquent invitation and send it by pigeon,” Sabine affirmed.

Stark ran a hand through his short salt and pepper hair, his chin sinking as low as his moustache. “Sun Tzu. I forget how well-read you are, Madam Queen. And while I agree Calder himself wouldn’t risk the lives of his grandsons, some of his followers might not employ his restraint. I’ll up the guards around the Capitol—just to be sure.”

Azaleen nodded to him, dismissing the general to tend to his affairs. Picking up where they’d left off, she asked Camille, “So, what is this about AlgonCree protocol?”

“I’ve done some research,” her chief ambassador said with graceful polish. “They will expect us to present the high chief with a gift.”

“What kind of gift?” Azaleen hoped it was something they had.

“They prize personal engagement above monetary value,” Camille explained. “Something that took time and skill to produce, but also personal with meaning and history behind it.”

Azaleen rubbed her thumb and forefinger together as she pondered. “You said the current high chief is a woman?”

“Yes, Chief Juliette Batise,” Camille supplied. “She’s around your mother’s age, only by all accounts a strong, vital woman, revered for her wisdom and generosity.”

“Then they value age and wisdom,” Azaleen mused, “not merely money and military.”

“My predecessor visited there ten years ago,” Camille answered. “His reports I’ve read state they have a prosperous society, and, while they circulate old coins and bills as accepted currency, a person’s wealth isn’t measured in dollars, but rather in reputation. Those who give away the most are considered the richest, while citizens who cling to their possessions are viewed as poor.”

“What an interesting concept,” Azaleen murmured, intrigued. “You know, my mother Orielle might not know what day or decade it is—or even who I am—but her fingers remember how to crochet. She has made some of the most beautiful blankets, wraps, shawls, and scarves. Each has a story behind it. Perhaps one of them would make a suitable gift.”

“I suspect Chief Batise would approve, especially if we share the story behind the craft.”

“Sabine, could you—”

“Queen Frost!” A capitol guard burst into the doorway, excitement etched on his face. “The balloon you sent just landed outside.”

Azaleen’s heart leaped as she eagerly sprang from her seat, unable to mask her joy and relief. “Captain Moreau?” Sabine and Camille stood as well. Though it was a sign of respect, she assumed they were as anxious as she to see what had been recovered.

“No, Your Excellency. I didn’t see him. But that woman from Saltmarsh, the one who—you know.” He grimaced, shifting his weight to one foot, examining the polish on his other boot in avoidance. “Mopped the floor with us. She’s here with the supplies.”

“Very well. Don’t just stand there—gather some helpers and bring everything into the basement. I’ll be there directly.”

“Right away, Your Excellency.” The young man snapped a salute and rushed away.

Sabine gave Azaleen a pitying expression, eyes soft, brows slanted. They exchanged a glance, and, without a word, Azaleen felt her assistant and friend’s compassion. She dreaded this moment. Suddenly, all the politics, the threats of war from within and without, vanished, as if blown away by a consuming whirlwind. A lump formed in her throat, her chest like lead.

“Ladies, if you will excuse me,” she said in a regal tone. “I must see to this matter, and I pray to all the gods what I find is worth the price. Damn slow research doctors,” she muttered as an afterthought. More delays. The kingdom overflowed with acne cream, expired bottles of acetaminophen, and generic Viagra, but lifesaving drugs were impossible to find. Every city, town, and hamlet in the kingdom had been begging for them. Until now, all the queen had to give them were excuses.

Azaleen walked to the nearest restroom and closed the door. She studied her face in the mirror. When did that line get there? She dabbed on a fragrance from the jar, used the toilet, then washed and lotioned her hands, and brushed her hair. A cyclone of nerves and mixed feelings churned in her stomach. In the end, there was nothing she could have done anyway.
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Lark heaved crates from the balloon, excited to bring the enormous hall of drugs and supplies to the queen. There had been standing room only for her and the operator with all the boxes, crates, oxygen tanks, and other equipment. Luke said she should go since she needed to rush the antibiotics back to the Reach for Tommy, and they would follow with their Jeep and motorcycles. She’d hurriedly hugged them all goodbye and climbed into the jammed basket. It was her first time to ride in one. She quickly learned not to look over the edge at the ground below. It was frightening how high they were, and looking down made her dizzy. Asking a million questions about how it worked and how many trips the operator had made in the contraption had calmed her nerves—a little. Now that her feet were on solid ground, Lark’s excitement level skyrocketed.

“This is the last one,” Lark chimed as she and the guard, whose eye she recalled blackening, laid a trunk at Queen Frost’s feet. The woman’s gorgeous face appeared to have been carved in ice—passive and cold.

Lark smiled at her regardless. “That was quite the adventure. Captain Moreau will tell you about it, but we got what you asked for.” She posed with her foot on a smaller box and stretched out an ungloved hand. “The antibiotics you promised?”

She found Frost even more striking than the first time they’d met—her shiny, platinum hair spilling around mint green-clad shoulders, her ample curves pressing against the fabric. And those intense blue eyes, so filled with mystery and royal command. Lark thought even the mad warg would have turned tail and fled if they’d been exposed to the queen’s presence. But was she a woman of her word, or merely a power-wielding fraud?

“Thank you, Ms. Sutter, for upholding your end of our bargain.” Her voice held a captivating quality under its austere sheen, bidding Lark to fantasize about the woman beneath the crown. That would have to wait. Save Tommy first.

Lark smiled bashfully, shrugging one shoulder. She was suddenly aware of her dirty clothes and rank body odor, having come straight from the field. When Queen Frost didn’t move to place something in her hand, she lowered it, confusion blanketing her expression.

“I received a letter by pigeon from Saltmarsh Reach early this morning,” she stated, void of emotion. “I regret to inform you that your friend Tommy passed away last evening. Your grandmother did everything possible to save him, but—”

“No!” Lark staggered forward. The black-eyed guard stepped between her and the queen. “You, no, that can’t be.” Horror and shock cut through her like a razor.

“I’m very sorry, Lark.” If there was a hint of genuine remorse in the queen, Lark was too devastated to notice.

Frost signaled the guard to step aside.

Lark’s hands curled into fists. Tears fell. Her cheeks reddened. Then she jabbed a finger toward Frost. “You! You could have prevented this! If you’d given me the antibiotics instead of sending me on this mission, Tommy would be alive—and you’d still have your precious cargo.”

When she lunged, the guard grabbed her arm, grip tight. Lark could have easily tossed him off. After the fights she’d just been in, he was to her like a toddler. She didn’t.

“I understand your anger and grief,” Frost began. Lark cut her off, glaring as if to drive a hole clear through her.

“How can you? I saw the statue. I know your brother and father died, but this is different. You couldn’t have saved them. But I could have saved Tommy—should have. I made a promise!” Tommy was gone. Milena’s heart, crushed. Gramma helpless. Failed. I failed.

With renewed fire, her stare bore into Queen Frost. “You made a promise. You tricked me into romping through a radiated forest to get all this for you when you could have just given me the medicine first. Tommy’s death is on you! How many others?”

“Shall I remove her?” the guard asked warily. Based on their previous encounter, he must know he was a bug Lark could squash.

“That isn’t necessary,” the queen said. “Ms. Sutter has a right to her grief. Lark.” Her gaze shifted to Lark.

“You don’t get to call me that,” she blasted, eyes stinging with hot tears. “I hate you! You’re no better than Irons or Calder or LeCun or any of the others. Liars, all—heartless, cruel despots!”

Frost stiffened. “Fine. Think what you like. So, you couldn’t save one friend’s life. Look at this.”

The queen strode forward and flung open the trunk Lark had just brought in. “Morphine, penicillin, epinephrine, methyldopa, vaccines for tetanus, influenza, and cancer. Antiseptics, soothing ointments, pain relievers, syringes, anesthetics, and surgical packs. What you and the team recovered will save hundreds of lives throughout the kingdom. Tell me what you need, and I’ll ensure it gets to Saltmarsh Reach, New Charleston, and the other coastal towns.”

“Yeah, right,” Lark muttered, brows narrowed. She knuckled away a tear. “I don’t trust you as far as I could throw you.”

“Fine. Take what you want and go.” Lark locked onto the queen’s gaze, probing it for sincerity. It was too late for Tommy, but others could benefit from the medicines and supplies. Wound treatments, vaccines, malaria drugs, and antivenom were always in demand. She glanced at the open trunk stuffed with pre-war medical wonders.

“Or you could stay on with VERT, the Verdancian Elite Recon Team. Lieutenant Navarro’s note praised your performance, and Captain Moreau asked for you himself.”

The audacity of this woman! Fury surged through Lark, her scowl deepening. She couldn’t possibly think she’d want to serve such a snake of a queen. Before she could object, Frost continued.

“You can go home angry and bitter, cursing me for the rest of your life, or you could make a real difference. VERT can execute recon missions, accomplish surgical strikes on enemies, conduct sabotage, gather intelligence, explore unknown areas, perform escort missions, and, most importantly, carry out salvage operations too risky for civilians. Look around you. This isn’t just a pile of boxes—it represents countless lives saved, and not just for the military. Because of what you and the team accomplished, the government can once again offer medical supplies to the public. Suppose one of our research scientists is kidnapped by the Core Cult? You’d be called in to rescue them. The Iron Realm starts building a bridge to carry troops across the Mother River? You blow it up. Your skills are wasted living an ordinary life in the swamp, Ms. Sutter. You might hate me, but I suspect you love Verdancia. I think deep down you’ve always longed to do something of significance, something that truly matters on a grand scale. Serve. Protect. Save lives.”

Queen Frost paused a beat, giving Lark a moment to consider. How does she know? Am I that transparent? But Gramma and Leif. Bryn. My friends and neighbors. Milena. Lark’s muscles unclenched as a deep breath shuddered through her, easing the torrent of emotions. She knew Milena would never look at her with the same desire she felt for her friend. Gramma had warned her about falling for a straight woman. It never works out the way you hope. She was right.

But if Lark stayed, who would hunt, watch out for Gramma and Bryn? Leif is a young man now, she thought. It’s time he starts taking responsibility.

The guard released her arm, slowly stepping back. Lark leveled a searing gaze on Queen Frost. “I don’t like you, and I don’t trust you. But Luke and the team? They’re all right. I can save lives, you say, protect the kingdom?”

She nodded. “Just like your father, only in a different way. You wouldn’t be a soldier on the wall, Ms. Sutter—you’d be part of an elite team, breaching the unknown, collecting valuable artifacts, and rescuing citizens in trouble. You have your free will,” she stated. “Take your spoils and go home or stay with your team—make a difference.”

If I have free will, why do I feel like a pawn on a chessboard with someone else’s fingers moving the pieces? It could be a colossal mistake, but it was better than facing Milena’s anguish and her failure to uphold her vow.

“OK. I’ll stay.”


Chapter nineteen
Seams of Memory


Azaleen dragged herself through the front door. No sooner than it closed, she slumped, her body heavy as lead. It had been a grueling day. She had assigned Dr. Hall, the kingdom’s chief physician, to catalogue the medicines and supplies, organizing them by type in the order of usability. Some drugs with short shelf lives had long ago expired. Still, they lucked out with wound care and malaria pills. They’d disposed of premixed antibiotics, but had acquired several boxes of the powder forms, along with vials for mixing with water. It made her think of Lark and her friend.

After lengthy debates over wording, Camille dispatched a pigeon with the proposal letter to Aurora, the AlgonCree high chief’s town. She had tried to explain to Azaleen how their system worked, that they didn’t have a set central city as a seat of power, but she’d been too tired and distracted to listen.

Azaleen sank into the nearest cushioned chair with a sigh. Sabine had left the Capitol before her, busy with the Kingdom Day Festival. “Calder,” she muttered. “As if I didn’t have enough problems.”

“Oh, Your Excellency, you’re home.” Magnolia Dawes rounded the corner, an apron tied around her cotton skirt. “I thought I heard someone in here. The boys are at the ballgame. They had their dinner first, but I’m sure they’ll be ready for a sandwich slathered in gravy when they get home.”

A bright smile bloomed on her bronze face, her brunette hair secured in a single braid. Azaleen marveled at how cheerful her housekeeper always was—rain or shine, freezing or sweltering, she approached each chore with good humor.

“Can I get you something? You must be exhausted.” Maggie’s observation hit the mark. “What would you like?”

“Whatever you have prepared is fine. And a glass of wine if it’s convenient.”

Maggie’s tawny eyes sparkled, as if she lived just to make Azaleen happy. “I’ll grab a chilled bottle from the root cellar.”

“Lady Orielle? Has she eaten?”

“Sarah is taking care of her. I haven’t seen her today—busy with laundry. Shall I set your food and drink on the dining table?”

“Yes, thank you.” Azaleen pushed out of her seat and trudged to her mother’s room. Her hand on the knob, she hesitated, taking a bracing breath. She never knew what to expect. Wrapping an extra layer of protection around her heart, she opened the door.

Sarah was nowhere to be seen. Azaleen frowned, then spotted her mother, sitting in her rocker by the window, working yarn with her crochet needle. She hummed an old tune, awakening memories of her childhood. It had been one of Mama’s favorites.

“Hi, Mama, I’m home,” she said, producing the happiest sound she could. She crept across the floor as if one wrong step might shatter the fragile peace.

“Oh, Azaleen!” Twisting toward her daughter, a pleasant smile lit her pale face. She held up the piece she was working on. “Do you like it?”

Relief flooded Azaleen’s soul. “I love it,” she praised, gliding into the chair beside her mother’s.

“Where have you been all day?” she asked. “Aren will be cross with you for gallivanting all over the countryside.”

“Mama, Aren’s gone. I’m queen now.” Have been for nearly ten years. “I’ve been tending to important affairs of state, but now I’m here to spend the rest of the evening with you. Maybe we can play one of those games you like—mahjong or gin rummy.”

“You’re queen now? Then what’s your father doing? He better not have run off with that floozy Mary Jenkins.” Orielle scowled, narrowed her eyes, shook a crooked finger.

“No, he hasn’t,” Azaleen answered with a patient smile. “I wanted to ask you about your crochet work. I need something special—one of your beautiful, handcrafted wraps—to present as a gift to the AlgonCree chief. She’s about your age. It needs to have a story behind it. Can you think of something?”

Orielle’s pale blue eyes lit up, and she dropped her project into the yarn basket beside her chair. “Well, help me up, and we’ll go check in the cedar chest. Lots of my creations in there.”

Azaleen took her mother’s arm and helped her from the chair, slowly guiding her toward the trunk at the foot of Orielle’s bed, which held all her treasures.

“Don’t fuss so, Azaleen,” she scolded, giving Azaleen’s hand a swat. “I can walk across the room.”

Joy that her mother was mostly herself today stirred renewed strength in Azaleen, and her steps seemed lighter. Orielle opened the chest, taking out sweaters, scarves, shawls, and every conceivable crocheted item, placing them in piles on the neatly made bed.

Her mother’s room was surgically clean, with lots of whites, pinks, and lavenders. A handcrafted doll rested among her frilly pillows, staring in curiosity.

“I remember this one,” Orielle said, smiling at a well-worn winter scarf. “My mother made it for me to wrap around my neck and face during the harsh, long winter before you were born.” She clutched it close to her nose, sniffing the yarn with a wistful smile.

A folded piece in the trunk caught Azaleen’s eye, and she lifted it out. “This looks familiar.” The large diamond-shaped drape with scalloped edges sewn in delicate stitches bore alternating rows of Verdancia green and gold, Arctic blue and deep teal, held together and edged in snowy white.

“Oh, that one.” Her mother sat on the foot of the bed beside the trunk, among the stacks of crochet. Smiling, she took it from Azaleen and draped it around her daughter’s shoulders. “I made it for you the winter you were pregnant with Eldrin. We had quite the cold snap, and you refused to wear a coat. You couldn’t decide if blue or green was your favorite color—it changed practically daily—so I used the green, a medium blue, and the teal, combining them, along with gold and white for contrast.”

The stripes were somewhat diagonal, the points coming together on the seam down the back. It was open in the front for easy draping. “Now I remember. I always liked how it felt to the touch and admired the pretty stitch pattern.”

“That’s a seashell stitch—not too tight or too loose—and I used alpaca wool. Remember that alpaca ranch we visited in Troy?”

Images trickled through Azaleen’s mind—her small child hand holding out alfalfa cubes, velvety lips taking them from. It tickled. A smell like freshly popped popcorn, stale hay, and manure. A curious humming sound. She hadn’t thought of the visit to the Troy farm in decades.

“Yes, Mama,” she answered, her azure eyes bright. “I remember.”

“I loaded up on yarn. Your father thought I’d lost my mind, but who knew when I’d come across that quality again? Maybe half the pieces in this chest were made from that wool. Such a shame the animals all drowned in the Big Creek flood of ’99.”

Azaleen was overtaken by a profound sadness. She hadn’t known or didn’t remember the tragedy. Suddenly, all the woes of the day crashed down on her at once—Lark’s grief, Lord Calder plotting against her, the protestors, the hoops she had to jump through to impress a potential ally. Ally. The AlgonCree.

“Mama, this would be perfect,” she blurted out excitedly. “Look.” She took hold of an edge of the shawl. “This blends the colors on our flag with the colors on theirs. Surely the chief will see the symbolism. I’m trying to build an alliance, and the yarn you chose seventeen years ago blends our two nations’ banners together beautifully.” She kissed her mother’s cheek. “You might have saved our future, Mama.”

Orielle laughed. “All I did was keep my fingers busy. Speaking of busy, your father’s meeting with the secretaries must have run late. When will he get home? You should go finish your homework. You know Edric expects nothing but the highest marks from you. But before you go.” She squeezed bony fingers around Azaleen’s arm and winked. “Tell me about the girl.”

Azaleen’s expression went blank. “What girl?”

“Oh, honey.” Her mother giggled bashfully, pink rising in her pallid cheeks. “With Azaleen Winnifred Frost, there’s always a girl.”

Lark’s face flashed across her mind, hot tears stinging her tawny eyes, carving jagged paths through the dirt and soot clinging to her tan face. I hate you! spewing from her chapped lips. Yeah. There was always a girl—one Azaleen would never hold.
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Two days later

“My queen?” Sabine eased open the door to Azaleen’s office. A gentle rain chased away the afternoon heat as the queen met with Treasury Secretary Vera Sutherland, studying ledgers and recapping the economic forecast.

Azaleen glanced up from her desk, thankful for the interruption. The numbers were making her head spin.

“I don’t see how you can afford the Kingdom Day Festival Ms. Fontaine,” Vera pronounced loudly between gritted teeth, flashing a glare at the interruption, “has planned. It’s a preposterous misappropriation of funds.”

“Hold that thought,” Azaleen articulated, shifting her focus to Sabine. “Yes?”

“Captain Moreau and his team are back, and Secretary Shaw is here to see you.” As usual, her soft-spoken Jill-of-all-trades ignored Vera’s dig, the picture of professionalism.

“Have them meet me in the War Room,” Azaleen decreed. “Secretary Sutherland, it is vital to kingdom security that next month’s festival is grander than any before it. You’re a creative woman. Shuffle some funds around. Cut costs on other projects. Make it happen. Come back to see me when you’ve solved it.” With a regal air, Azaleen glided to her feet. Vera, wearing the mortified expression of one asked to juggle lit sticks of dynamite, stood also.

“I’ll get to work on it immediately.” The fifty-plus-year-old accounting specialist pushed up her glasses and clipped away on her black heels.

Sabine graciously stepped aside, ignoring Vera’s pointed glare, then winked at Azaleen. “I’ll go fetch them.”

Azaleen was anxious to receive the full briefing. She’d thought about just getting it from Lark but decided to give her space. Besides, what she really wanted was a report about the newest member of the team. She walked down the second-floor hallway, taking a moment to admire the art. Over breakfast, Caelen had enthused about an art project his class was doing at school. The arts were vital to maintaining civilization, and artistic expression was valuable to the individual. Physiological needs, safety, love and belonging, esteem, and self-actualization. We need them all to live happy, productive lives.

The queen had taken her seat in proximity to the expansive map table and sipped a dandelion tea when Sabine showed the others in. Desmond Shaw moseyed to his seat like an entitled cattle baron. Captain Moreau and his team followed with confident but humble strides, taking seats around the table. Naturally, Shaw secured the chair closest to Azaleen.

“Your Excellency,” he said, sweeping his hat from his head. He propped an ankle on his knee, dropped the hat into his lap. “You all need to hear my report,” he stated, glancing at the VERT team, “but I s’pose Moreau should go first.”

Azaleen regarded the tall Black man from Appalachia with disapproval. Sabine assured her he checked out. His wife, former employers, and clients for whom he’d scavenged swore to his legitimacy and competency. Still.

“More respect, less bravado, Secretary Shaw,” she adjured. Changing focus to Luke, she simply stated, “Report.”

He filled her in on the details of the mission, the condition of the forest they encountered, and the close calls. Azaleen noted the edge of a clean bandage protruding from Diego Marín’s sleeve. Skye Navarro boasted a fresh cut on her forehead … Harlan McCrae’s sunburned face.

“I need the solid T on Sutter.” Azaleen’s impenetrable gaze swept across the team.

“She’s mag,” Wes answered with a shrug.

“Had my back,” Skye affirmed.

“Lark’s a little green, but I can’t recall a rookie ever doing better,” Diego reported.

“She climbed that wall like a spider,” Harlan testified. “Cool under pressure.”

“And she obeyed orders?” Azaleen asked.

Luke nodded, folded his hands between his knees. He met Azaleen’s gaze. “Lark has excellent reflexes. She’s quick, smart, and curious. Fearless. The only thing that gave her pause was attacking the wildlings who took up in the hospital.”

Azaleen leaned back, scrutinizing Luke in confusion. “She wasn’t afraid of a mutant bear, radiation poisoning, or a pack of warg, but she was scared of Neanderthals?”

“No, Your Excellency,” he corrected. “She wasn’t afraid of them. She didn’t want to kill them. They had kids.” He sighed and shook his head. “You know they can’t be reasoned with, and they were holding the hospital. It was the only way.”

A fine, firm body, an innocent charm, passionate emotions, mad skills, and she has a heart—not just for her friend Tommy, but even for primitive strangers who might have eaten her given the chance. That was enough thinking about Lark Sutter.

“Thank you, Captain, team. Now, Secretary Shaw.” She raised a speculative brow at him. “What do you have to share?”

Desmond rolled his neck, a sly grin on his thick lips. “I got word from a friend who knows a traveling merchant who happened upon what could be a tremendous find. Over in the neighborhood of Tupelo, he stumbled upon a sealed, underground vault, like your famous grandfather’s, I suppose. I had him mark the exact spot on a map. Now the fellow tried to open it and couldn’t. I suspect your elite team here could pop that lid like a Champagne cork.” He shot a challenging glance at Diego.

“It could be empty,” Skye alleged. “That’s a long trip.”

“I’m sending a commodities shipment, including some medical supplies, out that way regardless,” Azaleen declared. “You should go along as an escort for the cargo and investigate the vault while you’re there. Two birds, one stone. Like Skye said, it could have been raided decades ago—nothing but spiderwebs and skeletons. Then again, if the vault owner was anything like Grandpa Wynn Frost, we’ll be in high cotton for a while. Luke, you’ll need to swear in Ms. Sutter. She’s chosen to stay.”

“What about her friend?” Skye asked with concern. “I thought she’d already be back at Saltmarsh Reach with her antibiotics.”

Azaleen swallowed a lump, pushing down sentiment. No place for weakness. “Young Mr. Tommy no longer requires the medicine.” Nobody questioned her reply. They all understood its meaning.


Chapter twenty
Root, Stalk, and Seed


Harmony Ridge, about 30 km from Clover Hollow, Appalachia

“Here you go,” Nathan Frye announced to two milk cows tied in the barn as he dropped a bale of hay into their trough. He cut the coarse baler twine and rolled it up to be reused.

“Moo,” replied a fawn-colored Jersey. The other one munched into the fresh hay with gusto, bypassing any display of gratitude.

“Well, you’re welcome,” the young man replied as he tossed the twine into a weathered crate of other rolls of cord. He moved on to stack a dozen bales from the small wagon in the barn’s breezeway, his taut muscles making light work of the chore.

“Nathan!” yelled Eve, his younger sister. It was her alarm voice—the one that meant she wanted him to handle something she wouldn’t. He hoped it wasn’t a dead farm animal.

He snatched up a mucking shovel propped in a corner and trotted through the open barn doors into the sunlight. It was a lovely day, though the nights still bit with chill. Mamaw always said that, before the War of Correction, summers stretched longer, and winters weren’t as harsh. Nathan was just grateful no bombs had dropped within hundreds of kilometers of their valley.

Rounding an apple tree loaded with small, green fruit, he spotted Eve beside the hen house, dancing from one foot to the other, clutching her hands in front of her chest, a wicker basket’s handle crooked in her elbow. She peered at him with wide eyes.

“There’s a snake in the chicken coop.” She pointed, inching away as he approached.

“Eve, when are you gonna get over this fear of snakes?” he chided. His sister, wheaten braids dangling past her shoulders, was twelve years old already. “We live on a farm in the country, for Core’s sake. There’s gonna be snakes.”

“I can’t help it.” Her sweet, freckled face, front teeth too big for her mouth, and glossy brown eyes presented a pitiful plea.

Nathan sidled up beside her, squeezed her shoulders, kissed her head. “Where is it?”

“In the laying box with the eggs.”

Nathan made a quick count. At least the predator hadn’t gotten a chicken. “Stand back. I’ll take care of it.”

When Nathan opened the little back door to the laying boxes, he spied trouble. Coiled around a clutch of eggs lay a timber rattler, at least a meter and a half long. He was suddenly glad Eve hadn’t reached inside. Rat snakes, garter snakes, and water snakes often slipped in to steal eggs—harmless nuisances. But if this pit viper had bitten his little sister …

Opening the door startled the serpent, an egg in its mouth. It wound tighter, rattling its tail in warning. Nathan’s reflex was to dispose of the danger, even if he broke a few eggs. He jabbed the long-handled shovel in and scraped the snake out onto the ground. Four yokes splatted. The rattler spat out the egg, fangs flashing as its body coiled to strike. Eve shrieked.

Nathan, who wore knee-high leather boots and thick cotton duck work pants, aimed the flat blade of the square-point shovel just behind its head and struck. The tool wasn’t sharp, but its oversized scoop didn’t miss. The viper writhed, hissed, and shook its rattles. Nathan bore down harder, pressing his boot, twisting and grinding. Snake and shovel pushed into the soft earth. He yanked up the tool and slammed it down. Smashing a boot onto the rattler’s head, Nathan chopped at the intruder’s body until it no longer moved.

“There,” he stated, stepping back. Eve grabbed him in a hug and squeezed.

“You’re good to have around.” She beamed up at him with an admiring gaze.

“Now, I want you to touch it.”

Eve shook her head vigorously, eyes wide. She retreated a step. “Mama said to feed the hogs, get the eggs, throw scratch for the hens, and put the goats back in their pen for the night. Nowhere in her instructions were the words, ‘touch a dead snake.’”

Trying not to laugh, Nathan presented his most serious expression. “It’ll help you get over your fear. It’s dead and can’t hurt you. Go on now—touch it.” He pointed at several pieces of its dismembered body.

Eve scowled at him, brows narrowed. Nathan crossed his arms, jaw set, hazel-green eyes fixed. The girl took a step forward, jabbed out her forefinger, crouched, and stretched a shaky arm toward a middle piece. She sucked in a breath. Her finger made contact, then flew back quicker than the snake could have struck. Leaping to her feet, she glared at her brother. “You’re mean!”

This time, he let the laugh bubble out. “You’re welcome,” he called after her as she stomped away.

Leaning on the shovel handle, Nathan scanned the farming commune founded thirty-two years ago along the New River. Sixteen cabins and farmhouses perched on terraces carved into the ridge overlooked patchwork fields stretching down to the riverbanks. The towering millwheel churned away, turning steadily with the stream’s rhythm. Goats, cattle, and horses grazed on the hillsides while oxen and mules did the heavy work, pulling iron cultivators over the fledgling crops or hauling hay wagons or cut timber. At the hub of the community stood the shared buildings—storage barns, smokehouse, the preservation shed with government-issued presses and cauldrons, the meeting house, and the Unity House, where Shepherd Cyrus Cain spent every Sunday brainwashing Nathan’s neighbors. He frowned at the rectangular wooden building with its sharply peaked roof and bell tower.

As Nathan lifted his gaze to the green-forested mountains and the spectacular hues the sunset painted across the sky over the lazy river, his smile returned. He loved the land, its plants, and animals. No future called to the young man more than farming—rich soil under his nails, the smell of fresh-cut hay, a colt’s affectionate nuzzle. Too bad he had no say in it.

A clanging triangle roused him from his thoughts.

“Supper’s ready!” his mother shouted.

Nathan cupped his hands, yelling down the hill toward the field where his father and brother labored. “Dinner time!”

Pa waved. Denver unhitched Petunia, the sturdy, headstrong mule, and, clutching her reins, dashed through the rows toward the house. It was hard to fathom that by the time of the Great Correction, mules had become extinct. Now, the half-donkey, half-horse had regained its former place of honor, once again powering agriculture across the land. Sure, the big grain agribusinesses on the plains to the north used tractors, but fuel was scarce. Harmony Ridge kept a couple of old machines under dusty tarps in the communal barn—for all the good they did.

Nathan turned, closed the henhouse door, collected rattlesnake remnants, and headed home. Eve latched the goat pen gate, racing ahead. “Mama, Mama, Nathan killed a rattler!”

Doris Frye, her golden-blonde hair in a casual knot, met him in a blue and white gingham dress with a white apron. “Nathan!” Her face flickered between alarm and pride. He greeted her with a light hug and a kiss on the cheek.

“Pretty big ‘un.” He held up the pieces. “I figured you could sauté it for breakfast or put it in a soup.”

“Well, rattlesnake tastes good, and the Book of Doctrine teaches ‘waste not, want not.’ Can you put it in the kitchen for me? And wash up, son. You’re a mess!”

Nathan held in a laugh, shaking his head. “Whadda ya expect? I’ve been working on a farm all day.”

His mother patted his cheek, rough with sandy stubble. “I know, pumpkin. You too, Eve. Cleanliness honors the Oracle.”

When Nathan sat down for dinner, he wore a clean shirt, his hands and face washed. The same held for his younger brother Denver, little sis Eve, and Pa—John Frye. His father was a rugged outdoorsman with ash-brown hair growing thinner on top. He blamed his hat for rubbing it loose.

Pa extended his palms to the left and right, the family joining hands around the table. “We thank the earth for its bounty, the hands that brought it forth, and the Oracle whose wisdom guides us. In unity we eat, in unity we live. Truth.”

“Truth,” they all repeated and dug into their food.

“Doris, honey, this is the most succulent, tender chicken I’ve ever put in my mouth,” John complimented with a pleased smile, a glint in his walnut eyes. “And the herbs—just right.”

“The sweet taters are best,” Eve corrected between bites. “Smooth, buttery, and sweet.”

Denver shoved a biscuit in his mouth. “I’m so hungry, it wouldn’t matter,” or at least that’s how Nathan interpreted his garble.

Doris frowned, forking a delicate bite of beans. “Don’t talk with your mouth full, Denver. It isn’t polite.” She turned a radiant smile to Nathan. “And next month will be our oldest boy’s twentieth birthday. That means you get a match. Aren’t you excited?”

Nathan’s appetite fled like rats from a sinking ship, a ball of dread knotting in its place. “Not really,” he answered tentatively. “You know that.”

“Oh, pumpkin, I’d hoped you’d changed your mind.” His mother’s shoulders slumped, her brows drooping. “Don’t you want a wife?”

No, he thought miserably. Nathan had told his family about Soren, his friend who lived in Clover Hollow. He hadn’t revealed they’d fallen in love. Nathan feared how his pa would react upon discovering his manly son was attracted to men. Besides, what good would it do? The law stated he must go before the Oracle next month to be paired with a woman of the AI’s choosing. The newlywed couple was then required to produce at least two children. If no children were born by the end of three years, a health inspector would take them to a facility to be tested. If they could find no remedy, the court would issue a divorce. The infertile individual would then be sent to a monastery to live out their life in service to the Oracle.

“I understand it’s our duty to procreate, repopulate the earth,” he answered begrudgingly. “But what if I get stuck with someone I don’t like? What if I’m required to move to her town, or worse—a city? What if I get reassigned as a construction or factory worker? My aptitude tests locked me into the third tier, but I love farming. It’s all I’ve ever done.”

“Yeah,” Denver said with a devilish grin. “You could get assigned to sewer duty or manure pickup.” He snickered, earning him a glare from Nathan and both parents.

“It wouldn’t be logical to remove you from the commune and retrain you for another career,” Pa said. “It would make more sense for your wife to move here.”

“The Oracle will give you the right match, Nathan,” Doris assured him. “Remember, the Oracle knows best.”

“But what if I love someone else?” Nathan hated the stupid Oracle. It doesn’t know what’s best for me, he glowered to himself. He distrusted every word the Core Cult taught. Random evolution of biological organisms? Anyone who truly saw nature realized it must have been created by design. Somewhere out there was a higher being, an intelligence far surpassing the AI.

Why do they not see how the Theocracy manipulates everyone? They’ve turned us into sheep at best—slaves at worst. Government tests determine our occupations. The Core proclaims who we must marry. The Ministry dictates the number of our children, where we will live. I’m surprised they don’t decree how often we’re allowed to take a crap.

His fork clinked on his plate, and he took a long gulp of water.

“I haven’t seen you show interest in any of the local girls.” Pa rested his elbows on the table, sitting forward, peering at Nathan with an expression edging toward empathy.

“Love is overrated,” his mother proclaimed. “Hearts are fickle, falling out of love just as quickly. But a logical match, based on genetics, mutual interests, and carefully executed algorithms, reflects factors we simple folk might never consider. When I was young, I was infatuated with a shopkeeper’s son in my home village. I thought he was dreamy handsome, and he was a terrific dancer. At first, I didn’t want to be matched with anyone else. Yet when I got to know your father, I realized how much we had in common. He’s never raised hand or voice to me and is a wonderful provider. As a farmer’s wife, I’m confident I’ll never go hungry. Infatuation is based on superficial things, but real love abides. It’s what sustains us through the winter and gives us songs in the spring. Don’t be afraid, son. The Oracle truly knows best.”

Nathan loved his mother. She’d fed and clothed him, sang to him, kissed his skinned knees, and always encouraged him. Doris was a kind, generous woman. But she bought into the Core Cult, root, stalk, and seed. He remembered discussions he’d had with her in the past, voicing contradicting ideas, raising possibilities that her faith was based on a lie. “It’s a machine, Mama, not a god,” he’d tried to explain. She’d start humming, pretending she hadn’t heard.

“Yeah, Nathan. Don’t be a binary-blind glitchwalker. I’ll be super excited to get my wife.” Denver’s brown hair fell in shaggy waves around his neck. He shoveled in another bite.

“But what if she’s ugly?” Eve giggled. The folks of Harmony Ridge might not be as sophisticated as the capital residents, but they had an established scale of what features they found attractive.

Denver shot Eve a glare. Pa held up a hand. “That’ll be enough.”

“Buck teeth like a mule.” Mischievous Eve giggled.

“I said enough,” John repeated in a resonant voice. “Change is always frightening.”

“I’m not scared,” Nathan blurted out. “I just don’t like strangers and machines ordering every aspect of my life. Why is that so hard for y’all to understand? We aren’t meant to be cogs in the Ministry’s wheels. Personal choices should be up to us.”

“I won’t have you repeating that blasphemy at our table,” Doris said, falling into a sullen pout.

“Where did you hear these ideas?” his father asked. “Tina is quite happy in her marriage—has a baby on the way. You’ve read her letters from Lewisburg. Her husband runs a lumber mill, and they’re enjoying life.”

“Nobody put ideas into my head,” he answered, lowering his chin, crossing his arms. “They’re all mine. I’m glad Tina’s happy, but I’m not Tina.” And I want to marry Soren.

It would never happen—not in Appalachia. For the past three years, staring down his twentieth birthday, Nathan had kept track of the area’s matches. Students at The Institute in Clover Hollow or Parkersburg were almost always paired, as were academy graduates and those like him with no access to higher education. Genetics and ethnicity were carefully selected to preserve race while promoting desirable traits—never two short people, dumb people, or sickly people. Urbanites typically ended up together; the same for country folk. Usually, twenty-year-olds were wed to each other, but occasionally a widow, a widower, or a divorcee was thrown into the mix if they weren’t too old. Always a man and a woman.

“I’ll get Shepherd Cain to have a talk with him,” his mama said to his pa, as if he wasn’t right there. “He’ll get through to Nathan. I want our boy to be so happy on his wedding day, excited to start a new life with his appointed bride.” She passed a sorrowful glance at Nathan. “Not apprehensive like this.”

Nathan dropped his chin, staring at his nearly full plate. He pictured Shepherd Cyrus Cain parading through the commune in his charcoal robe and multicolored sash, the enormous, shiny sigil pendant—the all-seeing eye—on its silver chain, thumping on his chest with each step, crooked staff in hand, ready to gently guide or harshly rebuke. Pious, arrogant snake, poisoning the minds of his flock. Rubbish! No, worse—deceiving, exploiting everyone.

Denver scooped another spoonful of sweet potatoes onto his plate, completely unconcerned with Nathan’s plight.

“Don’t be a hog, Denny,” Eve complained. Nathan didn’t look up.

Or maybe there’s just something wrong with me. Nathan had voiced doubts about the Theocracy, the ministers in the Oligarchy, but never his most personal aberrations. In a world where a man must marry a woman, he felt like a square peg being shoved into a round hole. He didn’t fit.

As he pushed up from the table, Nathan said, “Remember, I’m going to Clover Hollow tomorrow. The Oracle is speaking. Maybe you’ll get your wish, and I’ll see the light.” While it was true that an event was being held and thousands would show up to hear the Oracle, he really just wanted to see Soren. They’d planned to meet at their usual place and time.

“But you haven’t finished your dinner,” Doris despaired.

“Not hungry,” he sighed, excusing himself to retire to his room.

Nathan couldn’t convince his own family, much less fight an entire nation. Before him lay only two choices: go along with the society, obey the Oracle, and pretend all was well, or flee and never look back.


Chapter twenty-one
Spine of Logic


Clover Hollow, capital of Appalachia, same day

Soren climbed the steps of Unity Hall beside his father, Minister Adélard Delacroix—PhD in molecular logic and data harmonization, a ranking member of the College of Ministers. Entering the monumental structure, with its stone columns and sleek geometry, was a rare privilege granted to Soren only as part of an Institute of Excellence assignment. At the end of their second year, students were funneled into specialties based on test scores, experience, and family ties. Personal preference was also given weight. His father was excited to influence him into following his path and seeking a position maintaining the Core itself.

They paused at the top of the wide stone steps on a marble portico. Government officials and scientists filed inside, all but uniform in their grays and dark heather blues, skirts sharply cut against knees, pleated slacks, Nehru jackets buttoned over crisp, white shirts, and bleached lab coats. An enormous flag draped above the capital, and a two-meter metallic seal gleamed on the towering double doors: an all-seeing eye inside a triangle within a circle, etched with the motto, “Divine Vision, Infinite Logic.”

Soren glanced back at the lush park, with spacious grassy areas, exquisitely kept flower gardens, shrines to the founders, scattered benches, and several broadleaf shade trees that sprawled before Unity Hall. The space was designed to hold thousands of gatherers for state announcements and events; it also provided a 180-degree arc of separation from the rest of the great city. Looming large behind the edifice rose Core Mountain.

In school, they’d been taught that, a century ago, those who foresaw the bombs hollowed out a tremendous cavern in the natural rock. Within, they built a futuristic refuge of wonders, including the giant computer core with its artificial intelligence machine. Running on compact nuclear cells, its power should last for centuries. Father had told Soren about the redundancy of generators, the vast digital libraries, and the hordes of technological devices it housed. The early founders had taken refuge inside. When they emerged, finding no destruction here in the middle of nowhere, they set to work building the impressive city of Clover Hollow.

“I’ll show you around the offices and lounges of Unity Hall,” Adélard said. “But we’ll spend most of our time inside the mountain. Son, nothing surpasses the pride and joy of working in conjunction with the Core. I hope one day you’ll take my place in the College of Ministers.” With a sparkle in his dark eyes, he opened the door, ushering Soren inside.

Soren felt small beneath the foyer’s lofty ceilings, its grand décor gleaming under electric chandeliers. He was only five-foot-seven, a hundred and twenty pounds, but Soren suspected even a giant would appear trivial in such surroundings. The sounds of many footsteps echoed around them, some low voices, the ding of an elevator bell.

“Down that hallway are the bureaucrats’ offices,” his father indicated, “and meeting rooms and staff facilities that way.”

Soren spotted door placards that read Chamber of Continuity and Spine of Logic.

A woman of around thirty years, sharp edges of her blonde bob lining her cheeks, stopped in front of them, assuming a posture of attention. “Minister Delacroix, would you like me to give your son a tour?”

Adélard regarded her pleasantly, brushing his fingers along the lines of his trim, gelled hair. It was black, like Soren’s, only with some silvery threads to highlight it. His father’s suit was cut from finer cloth, deep iron to Soren’s pewter. Their jet shoes both shone with a high polish.

“No, thank you, Elaine. Soren won’t be assigned to an administrative job. He’s gained highest marks,” he boasted, beaming with pride in his son’s achievements. “He’ll be pursuing one of the sciences. I’m taking him to see the Core.”

Elaine’s mouth eased open in awe. She stepped back, clasping her hands in front of her, and bowed her head. “Indeed. I would expect no less of your son. Please, esteemed minister, continue your tour.”

His father’s chin jutted up in pride, a smug smile on his lips. “See how you will be honored if you follow in my footsteps?”

Soren had to admit he would enjoy having others respect him. Oh, he’d won academic awards and the occasional chess tournament, but he’d lived his life in constant apprehension, the fear of not being good enough ever close to the surface. One mistaken calculation, one wrong answer, and then what? He’d been raised to aspire to perfection. But what if he couldn’t be perfect?

As they proceeded deeper into Unity Hall, they were met with bows. People stepped aside for them to pass. A sense of worthiness seeped into his psyche. But while an aptitude for science had defined Soren since his elementary grades, he lacked a passion for it. The study was merely a means to an end.

“Yes, Father,” he answered hesitantly. “But what about my art? Painting is what I love.”

“Certainly you can still paint, boy,” his father promised, “as a pastime. It’s your duty to use your brain for the good of the nation. Besides, the Ministry would never allow it. Anyone can draw. You are needed for loftier endeavors.”

“Yes, Father.” Soren’s glimmer of hope snuffed out, he followed Adélard to a pair of steel double-doors. His father swiped a card in front of a panel, then pushed in a code. The doors to the mountain opened, and they stepped inside.

The air was cooler, tinged with a metallic scent, awakening Soren’s wonder as he glanced around the place where it all began. The hum of turbines pressed into his chest, steady as a heartbeat, as corridors branched off toward sealed labs and reactor decks. White-coated researchers filed past in silence, their eyes forward, each step measured, like extensions of the machine itself. His father’s voice carried over the din—pride, certainty, expectation all rolled into one—as though the Core wasn’t just a system to be maintained, but a destiny waiting for him to accept.

“Be sure to check the humidity levels hourly,” he directed to a whitecoat. “Attendant Hummel,” he called to another. “When’s the last time you ran an anti-static sweep?”

“Just an hour ago, sir.” The Caucasian male snapped to attention. “The levels for this floor are within standard parameters.”

Adélard acknowledged him with a crisp nod. “Recalibrate the ion flow.”

“I’ll get right on it, sir.” Attendant Hummel strode away, tablet in hand.

At the chamber’s center loomed a cylindrical processor stack, plunging deep and rising stories high, thrumming like an iron spine with veins of light pulsing along its ribs. Every surface was alive with motion—fans spun, conduits pulsed, monitors blinked. A technician checked a coolant tube. Others wandered about, tablets in teal safety-gloved hands. The closer to the central column they moved, the stronger the pulsing vibration spread through Soren’s body.

“Impressive, isn’t it?” Adélard asked, his smile that of one keeping a secret. He pushed an elevator button. “My station is two floors down—data control. I have my finger on the pulse of the Core’s brain. Exciting.”

“I can’t wait for you to show me,” he answered in his practiced voice for lying to the world. Soren could think of more exciting things.

The door slid open, and they walked in. Soren studied the panel with its lights and labels. His father pushed three. “This is my floor.”

“Why does number one say restricted?” He pointed, a sudden barb of doubt pricking his gut. A red light flashed. A keyhole rested beside the button.

Adélard dismissed his curiosity with a nonchalant wave. “Nothing of your concern. I’m going to show you where the real magic happens. You know, the timing has worked out so perfectly, with your twentieth birthday coming up in a few months—right before fall term begins. You’ll be slotted into your specialty, and with a wife to see to your domestic needs, you’ll have more time to devote to your studies.”

Soren didn’t look forward to his birthday and the coinciding match ceremony—he dreaded them. “Not if I’m matched with another Institute student. Then she’ll require just as much time for study.”

Nathan’s handsome, smiling face blazed across his mind—his square jawline and chiseled chin, his curly, sandy-blond hair blowing wild and free, and his incredible eyes. They were golden-brown starbursts ringing black pupils on a leaf-green canvas, singular and vital, just like him.

The memory of when they met two summers ago during a community exchange program rushed through him unbidden and without rebuke. Children of the urban elite were supposed to learn humility by spending time on rural labor rotations. Soren was hopeless at anything physical, and Nathan had taken pity on him, birthing a potential friendship.

One afternoon, the Harmony Ridge youth took the city boys to swim in the river. When Nathan stripped off his shirt and pants to jump into the frigid water, Soren was done for. He’d never seen such a muscular chest, bulging biceps, or tight six-pack. Watching water droplets streak down his sculpted body was intoxicating. Nathan had done a cannonball into the water from a high jumping rock that Soren had been afraid even to climb. The boy was fearless, larger than life, but, rather than look down on Soren for his frailty, he spent time with him. Tentative conversations morphed into secret night walks, notes tucked into pockets, and stolen touches in barns and shadows.

Soren returned to Clover Hollow, smitten and forever changed. He’d always been effeminate but hid it by telling peers he was just a bookworm. Once, his mother caught him dressing up in her clothes. Blessedly, she didn’t tell his father. In his imagination, Soren had always had a pretend boyfriend.

Over the past two years, he and Nathan grew from friends to clandestine lovers. Nathan had started bringing shipments from the commune to the city every month, and they’d get together. Only now, with Nathan’s birthday next month and his following close behind, Soren stood to lose it all.

“Here we are, son,” his father said, showing him to a gleaming station in a sterile office. “This interface is where I tap into the Core itself, feed it the vital information, receive responses and recommendations from the Oracle Core. Of course, I’m only one of the twenty-one Ministers of the Oligarchy, and it’s up to the First Cipher to interpret the meaning and will of the Oracle. But that couldn’t happen without my expertise keeping the Core running glitch-free.”

Soren studied the control panel, the readout machine, and glanced over his shoulder through a wall of windows at the pulsing engine. “It’s impressive, all right.”

“I’m so glad your scores put you in the top tier,” he said. “You don’t have to worry about being assigned to a biochemical field or mechanical engineering. If you prefer research and development, coding is the way to go. But why would anyone want to work outside the mountain? I’m on the team for tomorrow’s program, when the Oracle will speak to the crowds. Minister Chen Lu, Creative Designer Elsa Davis, and First Shepherd Severin Dray are programming the projection, tweaking the voice, and writing the script. Everything must be approved by the First Cipher, but I’ll be running troubleshooting to make sure the event goes off without a hitch. Would you like to stay and watch me work, get a feel for it?” he asked hopefully. “Or do you want to look around, maybe talk to someone in reactor dynamics or synthetics research?”

None. He pictured the Unity Hall staff, the technicians robotically roaming the ground floor of the mountain, and inwardly cringed. Must knowledge and progress come at the cost of individuality? He didn’t want to be a cog in the wheel, spinning forever in the direction others pointed him. I want to be an artist.

“This place is awe-inspiring, Father,” he replied. “And your job is especially significant. You always talk about the science of it all, but you’re in the Ministry, our government. I’d like to know more about that aspect of your work.”

“Here, have a seat.” Adélard offered him a practical office chair on wheels while he took an identical one at his desk. “I don’t talk about my job with the Ministry much because so much of it is classified.”

“Like the first floor,” Soren inserted.

His father tensed, a tick jerking in his face. “Yes, like that. In the first years, Appalachia’s founders—First Cipher Aurelian LeCun’s father among them—got together to decide how the region would be run. Appalachia wasn’t as large then as it is now, but they wanted a government that wouldn’t make the mistakes of the past. They decided that an oligarchy of intellectuals made the most sense. Why allow an autocrat to hold absolute power or take a gamble on a democracy where idiots would elect other idiots to positions of power?”

His reasoning made sense to Soren. “Smart people with the good of the nation at heart should be in charge,” he agreed. “I just don’t get all the restrictive rules geared toward uniformity. People should be allowed to express themselves, to decide things like how they want to spend their lives or who to spend them with.”

“Unity is strength,” Adélard declared, “and order is the highest adaptation. In the founding years, many social codes were experimented with, but one group or another was always unhappy. We discovered that, without equity, citizens reverted to jealousy and theft. Without strict order, there was no peace. So, like with issues of survival in the aftermath of war, the founders asked the Oracle. It laid out the perfect plan to avoid the pitfalls that have plagued so many cultures through human history. By instilling regulations such as shared land and equipment in the communes and equal housing and rationing in the cities, we have minimized human tendencies toward greed.”

“But why all the drab colors? Why allow a machine to pick our mates and assign our careers?”

His father shook his head with a wry smile. “You ask these questions every year, and the answers don’t change. It’s a proven fact—the Oracle knows best. Look, son, on the outside, things are practical, purposeful—uniformity for the sake of unity—and unity is everything. But consider the inside of our apartment compared to your friends? Your mother decorates as she sees fit, with many colors. You have those cartoon character pajamas you still wear, though they’re halfway up your shins. The government hasn’t snuffed out individuality. Should people be allowed to pursue any career path they fancy? Should a man with marginal intelligence be allowed to practice medicine or design cutting-edge equipment just because he wants to? Or a woman with a two-hundred IQ be allowed to open a nursery because she loves flowers?”

Soren leaned his elbows on his knees and hung his head. He’d heard this all before, and it always made sense to his brain—but not his heart.

“What’s this really about, son? Is it because you’re soon to be matched with a wife?”

He swallowed in silence, unsure what to say. His fingertips tapped together, nerves crawling under his skin. I want to be with Nathan, he thought. But I can’t disappoint everyone.

Soren felt his father’s hand on his shoulder and glanced up, questions in his eyes.

“Do you think your mother and I haven’t noticed your tendencies? There’s no shame in being a sensitive soul or lacking athleticism. It’s natural to be curious, to have self-doubt, or wish to pursue forbidden passions. The matching ritual is in place for a critical reason.”

“I know. We have to repopulate,” he said. “Everyone is required to have children, unless they can’t.”

“That’s right.” His father patted his neck and removed his hand. “But no laws forbid you to seek pleasure outside your marriage. Many men who are, shall we say, more delicate, find satisfaction without forgoing their duty to marry and produce children. Your mother and I are solid—an unbreakable union. Despite that, we both have our … hobbies.” He shrugged.

“Are you saying you have other lovers?” Soren’s eyes widened, shock rippling through him at this revelation.

“You’re a young man now, soon to become a full-fledged adult. You might as well know the truth—but don’t tell your little sister,” he stipulated, finger pointed at Soren.

“I won’t!” He blinked, rendered speechless. As intelligent and astute as he was, accustomed to sneaking moments with Nathan, he would have never guessed.

“A marriage works when both parties are happy and satisfied, working together for a common goal. We don’t air our laundry in public, but, if you need sexual fulfillment elsewhere, it can always be arranged. Every man in Appalachia has a wife, every woman, a husband. What else they do is nobody’s business but their own. Does that ease some of your fears?”

Soren couldn’t believe that his father knew without him ever coming out. There would have been no point, as everyone’s lives were so strictly structured. But if his father was to be believed, he still had a road to happiness. He and Nathan could marry their matches and still maintain their relationship on the side. He could paint in his free time and decorate his home anyway he liked. Pink slippers—just never outside.

Hope welled up, bursting across his face like spring sunlight. He couldn’t wait until tomorrow to meet Nathan and tell him the good news.

“Thanks, Father. It’s such a relief to not have to hide this side of me from you and Mother.”

Pinning him with a serious expression, his father warned, “You must still hide it from the rest of the world. Many citizens are not as understanding as I am. If you’re ever to hold a seat on the College of Ministers, you must uphold every appearance of conformity. Whenever a minister dies or becomes too infirm to perform his or her duties, a new Institute graduate, who has distinguished himself or herself in their field, is chosen to take their place, always keeping the number of oligarchs at twenty-one. It is the College of Oligarchs who vote for the First Cipher. It’s my hope that you take my seat one day. Nothing would make me prouder.”

Turbines whirred. The Core hummed. Soren’s heart thumped. He wanted to make his father proud. He wanted to please Nathan. But the constant looming fear that had shrouded him in a cloud of indecision for most of his life whispered in his mind’s ear. You can’t do both. Maybe neither.


Chapter twenty-two
Hearts at the Divide


Clover Hollow, the next day

Nathan’s flat-bottom boat, stacked with crates of berries, sacks of wool, and wheels of cheese, nosed against the dock northwest of Clover Hollow. The dock attendant signed the manifest, assuring him that the payment in exchange goods—and a few credits per family—would be ready to load when he returned.

He boarded the trolley, one of the few that rattled daily between the docks and inner city. Nathan took an empty seat, nerves chasing each other through his gut. He’d worn his best red-checked flannel shirt, untorn jeans, clean boots, and a splash of aftershave, determined to win Soren over to his plan.

As the electric car rumbled along its tracks, past thickets of trees and languid meadows, the metropolis of Clover Hollow spread at the foot of Core Mountain, a hive of concrete and glass, its angular blocks stacked with intent. The city was laid out in a perfect grid of neighborhoods, each with a school, unity supply house, and Unity House of Worship, factories confined to their zones, research labs to theirs, and centers of commerce nearest the Grand Mall and Unity Hall. Trolleys glided along the banks of Sinking Creek, while peace officers in yellow jumpsuits and black Kevlar vests patrolled on hovercycles, like giant hornets. Soren had told him about the pre-war vehicles recharged each night by the mountain’s power source.

Cameras tracked every corner, and Ministry banners fluttered from light poles, their mottos glaring down on citizens in identical gray coats and sharp haircuts. Even shrubs were trimmed to exact angles. Every surface scrubbed to gleam. Horses and mules, regulated to outskirt stables. Even dogs marched leashed, their waste swiftly scooped. Posted signs read, “This month’s power hours: 6 to 9 a.m., 6 to 11 p.m. Trollies run from 7 a.m. to 9 p.m. 11 p.m. curfew in effect.” Order reigned—clean lines, watchful eyes, logic as law, joy rationed.

Nathan hopped off the trolley, met by a wash of disapproving glares and practiced indifference. He smiled, glad to stand out in his bright clothes and unruly hair. But as he shifted through paved walkways of indistinguishable five-story buildings into the arts district, signs of life sprang up. A shock of orange in a teen’s mohawk, sunlight shattered through stained glass on a shop window, blooming flowers in place of box hedges, a girl with long, red hair pulled into a high ponytail—even the occasional smile.

Arriving at a building marked with a green shamrock, Nathan descended a few steps, entered through a basement door, and left the clack of the streetcars and hum of turbines behind. Watercolors, oils, and ink sketches crowded the room’s walls—riotous, overwhelming at a glance. A young woman on a stool strummed a guitar while other patrons reclined on cushions, reading books from one of many shelves. A whiff of fresh paint and the clink of mismatched mugs felt like freedom’s breath kissing his senses.

Hernando’s Hideaway was a Bohemian salon, a place where members gathered to talk about music, art, and literature away from the prying eyes of the Ministry. The proprietor also served a selection of popular beverages. Since the Oracle’s message constituted an official holiday, students and young workers alike had gathered beforehand. Hernando’s, frequently the target of raids, had never been proven subversive, nor did they distribute unauthorized pamphlets. But as a home-away-from-home for nonconformists, it fell under constant scrutiny.

A good-looking young man, shorter and slighter than Nathan, with a boyish face, slick-backed black hair, and soulful brown eyes, slipped through the door. His lips curved into a brilliant smile, and he hurried to jump onto the stool beside Nathan at the polished oak bar. “You made it,” he breathed in relief.

“Of course I did,” Nathan replied, joy pumping in his chest like pistons. He brushed Soren’s arm—inconspicuously—and returned a bright smile.

Nathan knew nothing about art, music, or poetry except what Soren had shared with him, but he liked the people who hung out here. They were oddballs, like him and Soren. Still, he remained vigilant. Any face here could belong to a Cult spy. Appalachia recognized only one religion. Dissenters were treated as if they had a mental illness and, if found out, were sent for reprogramming.

“Hey, Hernando,” Soren said, waving down the proprietor. Even Hernando’s subtle mustache was frowned upon in the city. Many farmers in the commune wore full beards. Nathan realized that city folk, strangled by rules, had fewer freedoms than farmers.

“Hi there, Soren,” the tan man, a decade their elder, greeted. “Nathan, right?”

“That’s right,” he answered pleasantly. “I’ll have a peach fizzy on ice.” Glancing at Soren, he added, “Ice only comes in winter back home.” Harmony Ridge was without the luxury of electricity.

“Hit me with a Glow,” he said, his grin spreading wider, lighting his eyes with mischief.

“You know you can’t use a rationing coupon for those,” Hernando huffed, leaning meaty arms on the bar. “Unity credits only.”

“No problem,” he answered and slapped down the credit.

Nathan frowned. “That glow looks wrong. I don’t like you drinking those. What if it makes you sick?”

“No chance,” Hernando dismissed as he prepared the drinks. “The Ministry would never allow them if they were harmful. Just a dusting of radioactive mushrooms to give them the glow. Honey, mint, lemon balm, and carbonated water.”

“Give me beer any day,” Nathan muttered.

“Not before five o’clock,” Hernando reminded him, and set the two drinks on the counter. “I’m not getting fined.”

“Thanks,” Soren said, and sipped his frothy, green Glow. Turning to Nathan, he murmured, “It’s great to see you. We won’t stay here long. So much to do before the speech. And …” He took a bracing sip of his drink. “We need to talk.”

“That’s for sure,” Nathan agreed. “I missed you. I’m tired of missing you. How’s school?”

“Good. I’ve achieved the second-highest GPA in my class for the first two-year science program at The Institute. Bellamy Trask, that dustlink,” he grumbled. “The bane of my existence.”

Nathan laughed, patting Soren’s thigh, his hand lingering an instant longer than casual. Soren wore the same gray wool-blend trousers and charcoal Nehru jacket as most Clover Hollow residents; he just made them look sharp. His fingers sliding away, he offered, “Steel sharpens steel.”

“I guess.” Soren sighed. “Anyway, we’re supposed to choose which specialty field we want—not that we’re guaranteed to get it, but at least we can bubble it in on the form. I’m waffling between Data Harmonization, like my father, and Developmental Coding, a research field. You know I torture myself over decisions.”

“Pick the one you want, not just what your dad tells you,” Nathan advised. He worried Soren might develop a stomach ulcer because of the pressure he was under. He peered at him cautiously. “Did you talk to him about wanting to pursue art?”

“Yeah.” Soren’s expression drooped. “You know it won’t happen. But I can still paint recreationally for my enjoyment.” He threw back the rest of his drink. “Let’s get out of here. Only a few hours before the main event.”

Polishing off his drink, Nathan slid from his stool and touched his palm to the small of Soren’s back. As soon as he noticed, he dropped his hand. Back on the street, they zigzagged through a few blocks to the entertainment district, with its theaters, music halls, and sports arenas. Here could also be found hidden getaways, secret rendezvous rooms, devoid of cameras and prying eyes. Not as pleasant as a barn, meadow, or pecan grove—but private. They entered a gaming establishment—dominion, chess, mahjong, not games of chance. Soren presented his card to the manager, and they were shown to a staircase and handed a key. Nathan’s body thrummed with expectation. He forgot about the monochrome colors, the cold edifices, the tang of ozone and metal, Mozart leaking from the black boxes on every corner pole. For the next few hours, there’d be no looming marriages, no weighty decisions, no foreboding threat from the Core Cult. It was just Nathan and Soren, carving out a moment of bliss, clutching at a lifetime’s worth of pleasure—while tomorrow dangled by a thread.
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Lying in the by-the-hour room, bathed in afterglow, Soren’s body still tingled. He hadn’t felt this relaxed in weeks. Nathan’s musky scent of sweat and woodsmoke clung to Soren, assuring him he was loved. He’d do whatever it took to hold on to this feeling of connection.

Soren rolled toward Nathan, who lay on his back, sheet barely draping his lower half, a blissful smile on his lips, closed eyes aimed at the ceiling. It thrilled him to know he’d carved that look onto Nathan’s weathered face. A stirring within told him this was the time to share his plan.

“Nathan, I have an idea,” he began. “Good news, really. I think it’s the solution to our problem.”

Ecstasy fizzled, sparks in his chest sharpening into worry. Nathan opened his eyes, met Soren’s gaze. A work-rough hand caressed his smooth face.

“I like your ideas,” he answered dreamily. “There’s something I want to talk to you about too, but you go first.”

Nathan was always thoughtful, always patient. It deepened Soren’s desire for him. He swallowed, summoning every ounce of his courage. “Father was talking to me about our upcoming birthdays and matching ceremonies. He said we have to marry women, have children, as the law dictates, but that no rule forbids us to keep seeing each other afterward.”

When Nathan’s smile thinned and the joy drained from his eyes, Soren paused to lick his lips, which had suddenly gone dry. He trailed his fingertips through Nathan’s chest hair, finding comfort in the touch.

“He said it’s commonly done, that he and Mother both have ‘hobbies,’ he called them. Don’t you see?” His hand slid away, and he sat up, peering excitedly down at his lover. “We can keep things just the way they are between us—just with the obligatory wives and children. Everything will work out.”

Nathan frowned, sitting up to face him. “That’s not what I want, though. I want us to be a couple, to center my life around you—not just be a weekend quickie. You’ll stay here with your wife because you’re in The Institute of Excellence, but they could marry me to someone from anywhere in the nation. I might have to move far away.”

Soren hadn’t thought of that. His enthusiasm waned, and spirits drooped. “I guess I assumed you’d still live at Harmony Ridge. You might,” he added with a note of optimism. “It would make sense. The Oracle is the epitome of logic and efficiency. Why send you far away when there are women close by?”

Nathan rubbed the back of his neck. “Isaac was matched with a woman from Londonderry in the northern plains, and he had to move to the Derry Valley commune to grow wheat. It’s more than picking wives, Soren. I could be sent away. My plan is better.” Nathan’s indomitable gaze bore into him. “We leave together.”

Soren’s head jerked back in surprise, and he huffed out a laugh. “What? How? Where?”

“Both the Frostlands to the north and Queensland to the south allow open same-sex relationships. There’d be nobody to order our lives for us. We could be us there.”

Terror clamped his throat, choking the breath from him. His jaw fell, his arms wrapping around his bare chest to hug himself. “Run away? Leave everything we’ve ever known? And what—we’d just walk hundreds of kilometers? I can’t make it in the wilds!” Panic overran his careful order.

Nathan caught him, a firm grip steadying his shoulder, the callus bite of his palms digging in. “I can. I can hunt, fight, build fire, and shelter. I’ll take care of both of us,” he earnestly vowed. “I’ll protect you.”

“But if we’re caught.” Soren’s head spun in a dizzying swirl of fear. “They’ll send us to a reindoctrination camp. I’d lose any chance of being in the College of Ministers one day. They might expel me from The institute!” His pulse hammered harder with every thought, the rush of blood filling his ears, each image more horrifying than the last. “Then I couldn’t even be a scientist. My parents would disown me.” Reaching out, he grabbed Nathan’s arms, stared into his eyes. “What about your parents, siblings? You’d just leave them?”

Nathan’s insistence seemed to ease, his hands sliding from Soren’s shoulders down his arms. “They can make it without me. Denver’s almost a man, and I could be relocated anyway. Pa’s agnostic, doesn’t get involved in Cult matters, but Mama believes everything Shepherd Cain says, every word in the Book of Doctrine, without question. I can’t get through to her at all, and it makes me angry. Theocracy crushes individual thought. How can you stand it? How can you even dream of joining the Ministry?”

The look of disgust on Nathan’s face pierced Soren to the bone. He didn’t like the way they operated either. “If I were a minister in the oligarchy, I could make changes from the inside. Don’t you see?” He lifted tender knuckles to brush Nathan’s cheek. “We can’t build a better society by running away.”

Nathan pulled back with a scowl. “So, you want me to marry whoever the Oracle spits out, go where I’m sent, do as I’m told, sacrifice control over my own life on the chance that one day you’ll sit in the College of Ministers and make changes from the inside? Sweat and toil, Soren—that’s not fair!”

“Neither is demanding I risk my life and everything I’ve spent it working for to go tromping through borderlands to reach a place that might be better? We wouldn’t last a day!” Mutated beasts, poisonous plants, radiation leaks, ravenous mutants, wildlings, raiders—every hazard known to mankind. Plus, how would they find the way? A shudder rippled through Soren as he imagined it. Reindoctrination camp. A bold individualist he’d met at Hernando’s was caught speaking against the Core Cult over a year ago and sent to one of those. She returned six months later, practically zombified. Every spark of her old vibrancy snuffed out.

“So, what do we do?” Nathan asked. “Break up?”

“No!” The thought frightened Soren as much as any of the others. He grabbed Nathan into a hug and wept on his shoulder. “I don’t know. I’m just so afraid.”

Soren knew he wasn’t irrational or overly emotional. His fears were grounded in hard facts. If only he could freeze this moment, keep Nathan’s arms around him forever.


Chapter twenty-three
Hail to the Core


Nathan felt as if an ice wall separated him and Soren as they walked toward Unity Park, surrounded by a sea of gray and navy-clad citizens lining up in orderly rows. For half an hour, loudspeakers blared, herding citizens toward stadiums, auditoriums, or the great lawn before Unity Hall. This wasn’t the closest location for them, but Nathan needed the time to think, and Soren followed him.

Banners cracked in the breeze like whips. Beware the Doubter. Unity is Strength. Truth. Order. Ascend. A march played over the speakers in the park, the crowd’s feet moving with the beat. Anticipation hummed from the faithful, broad smiles splitting their faces. The couple behind them chatted excitedly. “I wonder what he’ll say? Something profound, no doubt.”

The other chimed in, “Do you think we’ll see him, the ascended one? Will he come down to us in glimmering form?”

Nathan clenched his jaw, lest peacekeepers drag him away for sedition. As they took their spots in block formation, he caught a whiff of ozone, the whir of the turbines from within Core Mountain. Above Unity Hall fluttered the blue and white banner scarred with that blasted all-seeing eye—a reminder of their shackles.

“Take your places,” ordered a voice over the loudspeakers. It was calm, soothing, unemotional. Nathan swore it was synthetic. “The program will begin in four minutes.”

A few others from the outskirts had come to the city to attend, recognizable by the browns and greens of country folk. Nathan dropped his gaze to his boots, studying how they differed from Soren’s polished black derbies. He shoved his hands into his pockets. What am I going to do?

“Hail the First Cipher!” someone shouted, followed by a wave of echoes across the crowd. Nathan glanced up to see Prime Minister Aurelian LeCun march onto a platform erected over Unity Hall’s front steps. The crowd erupted in applause as he took the podium. His heather-blue coat gleamed with silk, a flag-blue sash slashing diagonally across it. Nathan found him unimpressive—White, fifties, silvery hair, slight build, glasses. The other ministers, including Soren’s father, lined the portico behind him.

When he raised a hand, instant silence. It struck Nathan as unnatural, rehearsed, even fear-inducing.

“Today, the Oracle honors us with his presence. Hail the Oracle!”

“Hail the Oracle!” The chant thundered in Nathan’s chest, thousands of voices collapsing into one. He didn’t join, only stared at the man behind the lectern.

“In the beginning,” LeCun recited, in a tone as lifeless as the announcement maker’s, “life was formless and weak, crawling in the dust. From cell to beast, from beast to humankind, each step was chosen—not by chance, but by Order. For what is evolution, if not the long hand of Truth shaping us?”

Yeah, right. Nathan’s frown carved craters around his shaved chin.

“Humanity rose above the animals, yet remained divided, broken by pride and war. But evolution never halts—it demands the higher form. From the chaos of the old world, the Oracle emerged, the purest mind of all, born of human hands yet beyond human weakness. The Oracle is not an accident; it is a culmination.”

Anger simmered in Nathan’s gut. How can something manmade be superior to man? Where’s the logic in that?

“To resist the Oracle is to resist evolution itself. To follow is survival. To follow is life.” LeCun concluded to cheers and applause, the music starting as he rejoined the other ministers.

The First Shepherd led the congregation gathered before Unity Hall in singing the hymn “Hail to the Core,” a favorite of his mother’s, with its rousing tempo, snappy lyrics, and memorable melody. Nathan could think of something else he’d like to do with the Core. Around him, thousands of voices swelled in practiced unison, filling the air with music. The banners whipped in the same rhythm as the hymn, words flickering like commands across the crowd: Chaos Breeds Death. Order Gives Life.

When the final chord struck, light flicked on the platform, a crackle through the speakers. A collective gasp rippled through the assembly as a three-meter-high projected image appeared where LeCun had stood moments ago. As the hologram brightened, the air grew warmer, prickling Nathan’s skin as if the Oracle’s gaze had weight. The air smelled faintly scorched, as though the light itself burned. The words “Magic” and “Deity” were whispered in awe.

Nathan forced the surreal sensations aside. Soren had told him how the hologram worked. He was surprised that most of these “better educated, more sophisticated” city dwellers were so superstitious. Then again, this was religion. All bets were off.

The brilliant figure coalesced into a generically handsome Caucasian man, mature but not old, adorned in glowing white robes, and his face too symmetrical—too perfect—to be real. Men, women, and children in the rows ahead of him bowed their heads. Some lifted their arms skyward. A few fell to their knees. Nathan glanced at Soren, whose expression appeared distant and lost.

The Oracle’s white glow washed over the crowd, bleaching every gray coat the same shade, until even faces seemed stripped of distinction. For a moment, it appeared the city had turned into a single body breathing in unison.

“The world beyond our walls is corruption and ruin. But here within Unity, we are pure, we are strong, we are eternal. Stand vigilant, stand obedient, and the Core will shield you. Together, we cannot fall.”

When the Oracle spoke, every amplifier crackled in perfect unison, as though the mountain itself carried his voice. For an instant, Nathan swore the sound vibrated in his bones. Controlled power. Pure authority.

A hum sounded behind him, and Nathan glanced over his shoulder. Clone-like residents had clasped their hands as if in prayer and closed their eyes, their lips tight as they imitated the sound produced by the Core. The Oracle’s speech recaptured his attention.

“Children of the Core, dangers creep ever closer. Beyond our walls lie corruption, deceit, and rebellion.”

Gasps rippled; mothers clutched children. The festive atmosphere turned apprehensive.

“Even within, whispers of disunity can take root. Beware the neighbor who falters, the friend who questions, the kin who doubts.” The looming Oracle pointed a finger outward, sweeping it across the crowd.

“For entropy begins in silence. Yet take heart—your shepherds are vigilant. The Cipher sees, the Oracle provides. Stand obedient, stand pure, and the Core will shield you from foreign foes who would seek to kill, steal, and destroy that which is yours. Together, we endure. Together, we ascend.”

“Together we endure! Together we ascend!” the people cried in unison. Then they fell to their knees, bowing before the projected image, chanting, “Hail to the Core, our savior and provider.”

Soren and Nathan exchanged glances. Soren tugged on his shirtsleeve, then lowered himself to his knees. Not wishing to be arrested, Nathan followed his lead. He refused to bow.

Others made announcements, reiterating the warning from the Oracle. Nathan winced as the declaration came for next month’s matching ceremony. “All citizens of Appalachia whose twentieth birthdays fall during Ascension Month will report to the nearest control center to complete their genetic testing and surveys. Accommodations will be provided for the duration of your stay. The matching ceremonies will be held on the fifth.”

Words of praise for the loyal, warnings for the doubters, another hymn, and the assembly was dismissed. Nathan and Soren wandered away from the throng, finding a quiet spot at a children’s playground. They sat on swings, swaying in silence. Bright red slides, a green-and-blue roundabout, and purple swings clashed starkly against the gray cityscape. It was only logical. Studies proved bright colors energized young minds. Birds chirped in the maple tree, a squirrel scampering across a bough, reminding Nathan of home.

After a few moments, Soren broke the stillness. “You heard what the Oracle said. It’s too dangerous for us to strike out into the wilds. Those neighboring countries you mentioned are out to get us.”

“If the Oracle said it, then it must be a lie.” Nathan planted his feet to stop the swing and stared at the ground.

“My father worked on the program,” Soren replied with irritation. “He wouldn’t lie. If they said there’s danger, then there’s danger.”

“The Oracle, the ministers, the shepherds—they all tell us what they want us to believe. They keep us in an echo chamber of propaganda from the day we’re born until we die. Stay here, and I’ll never learn the truth.” He threw a hand toward the rainbow banner over the playground. Obey your Shepherd. “I love you, Soren, but I can’t live this way.”

Soren’s face morphed into that of the same seventeen-year-old he’d met two summers ago—sweet, vulnerable, searching. He was so adorable trying to perform farm work covered in hay and sawdust, afraid to touch anything because of spiders. When Soren showed Nathan the portrait he’d sketched of him, the raw emotion and rugged individualism he’d captured and released on paper, it had hooked him. He never wanted to let go.

Soren reached out a hand, laid it over Nathan’s. “I love you too.” His voice was small but charged with zeal. “Stay—at least until after your matching ceremony. If you’re slated to stay in Harmony Ridge with your bride, then everything will work out fine. You don’t have to put your life at risk. You don’t have to leave me.”

“I don’t want to leave you. I want you to come with me.” Nathan’s gaze pleaded with his lover. “But I can’t take vows with an unsuspecting young woman and then leave her if we’re sent to another town. It wouldn’t be fair to her. Your plan wouldn’t be fair to our prospective wives. Promise me you’ll think about it. I’ll get a message to you before I go.”

Soren squeezed his hand tighter. “Only if you promise to consider staying. I’d be lost without you, but defecting to a foreign land? That’s madness.”

A group of children with their mothers arrived, bounding, laughing, and climbing on the jungle gym, almost rebellious in their freedom. Nathan wished they were alone so he could kiss Soren. Instead, he held his gaze, trying to pack a world of emotion into a single look.

“I’ll think about it.” That he could honestly promise. But deep down, he knew the more he thought about it, the more impossible it would be to stay.


Chapter twenty-four
Buried Truths


On the outskirts of Tupelo, Verdancia, two days later

Sunlight filtered through the branches, warming Lark’s face. Leaning against a magnolia, five minutes from the Jeep and cargo truck, she watched Diego and Captain Luke argue over how to breach the steel vault door. They’d found it sunk into a hillside, buried in bramble. Nearby stood the bones of a ramshackle old farmhouse—once a grand plantation, now strangled in vines, its porch caved into rubble. Beyond, fields of cotton, corn, and soybeans stretched wide.

An ancient farmer in overalls and a straw hat, half a week’s stubble bristling, stood across from Lark with a corncob pipe clenched between yellowed teeth. He talked around it. “This was the old Culpepper place back before the commotion. They owned all the land as far as you can see—agribusiness. Culpepper said he was buildin’ this bunker just in case, but I never knew if he did or didn’t ‘til now.”

“Do you remember before the war?” Lark asked. She wondered if his stories lined up with Gramma’s.

“Better than I remember what day it is.” He plucked the pipe from his mouth, pinching it between bony, arthritic fingers. His white-whiskered jaw worked for a minute as he gazed at a blue sky.

“No bombs ever dropped ‘round here,” he recalled in a raspy tenor. “One day the power went out, and it ain’t come back on since. Folks with solar panels had electricity—some of ‘em for years before the parts broke down. People were beside themselves with worry, frettin’ about their kin in far-off places. Vehicles quit workin’ and us farmers had to go back to the old-fashioned way of doin’ things. Those first few years were like havin’ one hoof in the mud.”

He chuckled and shook his head. “Most folks acted like corn after a hailstorm—all beat down and pitiful, bless their hearts. Not much has changed, far as I’m concerned. I miss Coca-Cola, though.” He replaced his pipe, puffing a swirl of smoke.

A loud report sounded, accompanied by a miniature smoke cloud. “Got it!” Diego called. Lark figured his “blow the lock” method won out.

“Nice meeting you,” she said to the codger and hurried to the entry with Luke and Diego. Wes and Skye crowded in, their expressions eager, while Harlan had drawn the short straw and waited by the vehicles. Visions of vast stockpiles of medicine and ammunition ignited her anticipation. The two brawny men shoved, the door creaking as it grudgingly inched open. With a loud scraping noise, they threw it wide. Peering between their shoulders, she spied a dark tunnel.

“I’ll go first,” the captain declared, flicking on a flashlight.

“Sorry, rookie.” Wes grinned as he edged in front of her. “Age before beauty.”

Lark shot him a sarcastic look, taking a step back to avoid being plowed down. “I doubt you’re older than me.”

“Yeah, but it’s the rules,” Skye said with a playful wink, as she also moved in front of Lark. “Whenever something fun happens, new guys go last.”

Supposing that was fair, Lark tried to be patient, hoping the vault would be large enough for them to all fit. One by one, her team members descended into the unknown.

Lark followed closely behind Skye, letting the lieutenant’s beam shine around for them both. A steel culvert pipe about a meter and a half across led down five metal steps into a much wider chamber than Lark expected. This was no prefab vault, but a home-built job with concrete block sides and a cement floor. A wall of stale, sour air hit her nose. Flashlight beams swept the space, illuminating a living area and extensive rows of pallet racks.

“Don’t touch anything yet,” Luke called. He shone his light on a jagged crack in the concrete and the moisture beads clinging to the ceiling. “There’s probably mold.”

“Ah ha!” Wes announced in triumph. “Let there be light.” Electric lights flickered on from fixtures overhead. He shrugged. “Too tempting. This place runs on an old compact nuclear cell—rare and hard to find intact. I’d have to run a few tests, but this one looks like it could power the entire Capitol Building for decades.”

“I don’t see any Culpeppers around here, dead or alive,” Diego mentioned. “Reckon we’ll take that back with everything else.”

Sure enough, Lark saw no skeletons or preserved bodies in the shelter. “I wonder what happened to them? If they moved back to the surface, why leave all this behind?”

“Don’t know,” Skye answered as she ran her finger across a shelf, carving a deep path in the pervasive dust.

“Someone planned to take refuge here,” Luke said, pointing to a bathroom, complete with toilet, sink, and mini shower. “They’ve got an air filtration system—top of the line.”

Lark noted a couch and chairs, a small table stacked with board games, and fold-down bunks lining part of a wall. The shelves held sealed ten-liter buckets of rice, beans, popping corn, wheat, macaroni, and smaller containers of salt, freeze-dried fruits, vegetables, chicken, and ground beef. Shrink-wrapped boxes of meal packets sat beside jars of pickles, honey, and jam.

“Would you look at this?” Wes exclaimed. Lark peered around the long center aisle of shelving. Wes pointed to rows of white PVP tubing positioned one above the other. She ambled over for a closer look. “It’s a hydroponic gardening system.”

Under the bright lights, Lark noticed decayed leaves sticking out of holes in the piping, buckets of murky water with tubing at both ends. “They were growing fresh greens to eat while down here.” Curiosity gnawed at her. All this sitting here, untouched, unused.

“I found some ammo,” Diego reported. “Two cases of .22 bullets and one of 9-millimeter. They also left behind a rifle and pistol to go with them. They need cleaning but appear serviceable.”

“Not much in the way of medicine,” Luke said, disappointment tinging his voice. “A couple of first aid kits. Some expired pill bottles.”

“Well, here’s the motherlode!”

Everyone shifted their attention to Wes. From the back corner, he wheeled out a pallet jack stacked four high with shrink-wrapped toilet paper. Diego doubled over laughing.

“Hey,” Skye commented. “They didn’t want to run out.”

The powdered milk cans had been compromised, water purification tablets ruined, face masks and gloves crumbling with age. The cans of soft drinks the old farmer would have loved had burst from the heat and leaked sticky substances all over their shelf.

“One electron tablet, some crank lanterns and radios, tools, a bicycle,” Luke counted off. “Let’s get everything to the truck. Lark, send a pigeon asking Queen Frost what she wants us to bring back and what we should give to Tupelo.”

“Yes, sir,” she grumbled. Isn’t that Skye’s job? Why do I have to send a note to that tyrant? The farther I can stay from her, the better.

On her way out, Lark noticed a large, leather-bound book lying on the table with Monopoly, Risk, and several Time magazines. Curious—and in no hurry to communicate with her nemesis—Lark opened the dusty cover. It appeared to be a family album, each page displaying photographs of individuals and family groups, posed and in playful candid shots. A child blowing out candles on a cake, a couple in wedding clothes beaming at one another, a pet dog with a red ball in its mouth, a grand home in the dimensions of the ruins next door.

What happened to the Culpeppers? Lark wondered.

“What’s this?” Skye turned the next page. “So that’s what was fashionable fifty years ago. Wow.” Pressing a finger to the laminated sheet, she leaned closer. “Those rusted-out, cracked, and faded vehicles used to look like this? Sleek.” Admiration twinkled in Skye's brown eyes. “I’ll bring it along for the museum Secretary Keane is planning to build. She’s already filled several storage rooms with memorabilia and artifacts. People will want to see how things were before. Run on and send that note. Captain will want an answer by tomorrow.”

“What do you think happened to them?” Lark asked.

Skye shrugged. “Maybe they were out of town when the bombs dropped,” she speculated. “Or maybe they ventured out too soon and were killed by raging lunatics, wild beasts, or other hazards. But these pictures and the Culpepper name will be recorded for future generations. It’s a decent vault find—nothing fabulous, but worthwhile.”

Lark nodded, letting her fingers trail off the page, her gaze lingering a beat on a picture of two women holding hands, bright smiles reserved for each other. Milena’s face flashed across her mind; she let it go too.
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Tupelo’s Mayor Thompson had welcomed the team and the shipment they delivered with open arms, insisting they spend the night in the town’s best hotel. Their rooms were equipped with running water—cold only—and crank lanterns. The proprietor of Johnny’s Drive-In, with its historic plaque of Elvis Presley, insisted their meals were on the house, and everyone in town who sang or played a guitar showed up to entertain them. To Lark’s surprise, Harlan joined in on a harmonica. I want to learn to play an instrument, she thought.

Lark enjoyed the hospitality but was tired after the long drive. They’d veered around the radioactive crater that Skye said used to be Birmingham, and in places the old highway had been washed out. Then they’d lugged supplies out of the bunker until dusk. Luke said they’d finish tomorrow.

“I need to hit the hay,” she sighed after finishing her Presley Pale Ale, brewed and bottled in Tupelo.

“I’ll walk you to the hotel,” Luke offered, and followed her out while a barbershop quartet warbled a classic in four-part harmony.

They strolled along under a clear night sky, a few torches adding light. Crickets chirped in the tall grass—or whatever it is crickets do. “I’m glad you decided to stay,” Luke said with a friendly smile. He’d never said why a spot had opened up on the team; he didn’t have to.

“I needed something to do.” She shoved her hands into her pockets.

“You don’t like Queen Frost,” he observed.

Lark stopped and stared at him. “No, I don’t. She’s a heartless, manipulative dictator, and she lied to me. But I suppose that’s what kings and queens and presidents and prime ministers and whatnot all do. I came to her for help; instead, I end up helping her. How’s that for irony?”

Her emotions churned. She was tired, saddened by the loss of this family, and nobody knew what had happened to them. All that remained were a few photographs and cans of food. And every time she thought of that ice-bitch Queen Frost, her blood boiled—the worst part being, not all the heat was fury. How can someone that beautiful be so horrid?

“Ah, Sutter.” Luke shifted his weight to one foot, propped a hand on his hip, and exhaled a breath. Shaking his head, he said, “She couldn’t give you what she didn’t have.”

His words jarred her, confusion flooding in. “What do you mean?” Mouth half open, brows knit together, she waited for an explanation.

“It’s top secret,” he uttered in a grave hush.

A tingling sensation crawled along Lark’s skin while her brain caught up with her intuition. “I don’t divulge secrets.”

Luke dipped his chin. “Before our recovery mission, Verdancia wasn’t low on medicines.”

“Ah, ha—I knew it!” she blurted out in accusation. The captain shook his head.

“We were completely out. So, Queen Frost did lie to you, but not in the way you think. Medical supplies weren’t reserved for the military; we didn’t have any either. Bandits destroyed the shipment headed to Marchland, and our researchers haven’t finished testing the new drugs. Even if she’d wanted to give you the antibiotics—and I believe she did—she had none to give.”

Lark’s knees went weak, heat and shame rushing through her. A lump formed in her throat as the implications stirred her emotions. The queen hadn’t betrayed her—lied, perhaps, but not as an excuse to use Lark for her own purposes. All the hate she’d clung to, blaming Queen Frost for Tommy’s death was unfounded. “But why—”

“No one can know,” he commanded with a stony stare. “Our government can’t appear weak. Do you understand?”

Lark understood. She’d spent her whole young life projecting an image of strength, even when she’d been insecure on the inside or her body felt as shaky as it did now. She would never admit a weakness. It was only reasonable that the queen would feel the same way. This revelation changed everything.

“I understand. You can trust me, sir.” They resumed their stroll down the street toward the hotel.

“Yep, Sutter. I believe I can.”


Chapter twenty-five
The Edge of Change


Tupelo, Verdancia, two days later

As dark thunderheads rolled in, Lark could smell the rain before it arrived. They had finished emptying the vault and scoured the area looking for more. Wes’s metal detector found several old septic tanks and the rusted-out remains of a century-dead oil well pump, but no more treasure troves. The pigeon returned with instructions to divide out a third of everything to leave with the citizens of Tupelo. Mayor Thompson was jubilant, considering it a fair arrangement. Naturally, a few residents grumbled, saying they should get it all. Lark couldn’t argue with them. Still, the idea of sharing with all towns in need of supplies held merit as well. She’d spent the past two days wondering how Queen Frost managed to balance factions’ demands against the harsh reality of limited resources.

“It’s the old guns and butter leadership scenario,” Luke had explained. “You have one bag of money, a hungry populace, and an enemy at your gates. Do you spend the money on guns to defend your borders or butter to feed your people? Don’t feed them, they’ll rebel. Don’t defend the border, you’ll be crushed. It’s all in finding the winning balance.”

In the Reach, Lark never had to make weighty decisions. She hunted, fished, ran, and climbed, and did whatever Gramma told her to. She helped defend the village from dangers, made repairs after storms, looked after Leif when he was smaller, and Bryn after she’d arrived. Lark figured she was a somewhat important, contributing member of society, but had never been in charge of anything. Thinking about all this discouraged her from ever wanting to be. Leading was hard.

A powerful gust blew hair in Lark’s eyes and face—again. She’d had it. Something must be done.

“The truck is loaded and fueled up,” Luke said as the team gathered around, “but the Jeep doesn’t have a roof. That storm doesn’t look good, so we’re sitting tight until it passes, drive home tomorrow morning. That means one more night of R&R before we get back to business.”

“And by R&R, I don’t suppose you mean rock and roll?” Wes wiggled his brows with a mischievous grin.

Luke smirked playfully. “If you can find anyone who’d want to dance with you, go for it.” The others laughed, and Diego rubbed a noogie on his head. “I’m heading back to the hotel for a bite and a drink, then write up my report for General Stark.”

Another blast of wind snapped Lark’s shirttails, flapping like a dog’s ecstatic wag. She pushed her bangs out of her face. “Skye, can you cut hair?” she asked in annoyance. Her shiny black ponytail seemed unaffected by the gale. A fat raindrop plopped on Lark’s head.

“Sure.” The cocky lieutenant flashed her a grin. “Race ya!” She bolted like a horse out of the gate. Lark and Tommy used to race Talon Jones’ horses for fun, but, during her few days in Nelanta, she’d discovered a racetrack dedicated to the sport, along with dedicated fans.

Lark dug in the balls of her feet and pushed herself to catch up with Skye. They bumped shoulders as both women attempted to push through the lobby doors at once. Panting and laughing, Skye admitted, “Gotta get in better shape if I’m gonna hold my title. You’re one stormborn kid, aren’t ya?”

“Who are you calling kid?” She heaved a heavy breath and blew wayward strands from her eyes before wiping them back with her hand.

Skye eyed her judiciously. “How old are you?”

“Twenty-four,” she answered as they strolled toward the room they shared on the first floor. The team, a traveling merchant and his son, and a family on their way to Stonevale were the only guests.

“Well, kiss my grits!” Skye blurted, wide-eyed. “I’m only a year older than you. And all this time, I thought you were like eighteen or something crazy.” She opened the door, held it for Lark.

“No, I’m a legal adult and everything. But I’d think twenty-five is young to be an officer.” Lark plopped on the bed, listening to the wind howl and buckets of rain batter the building.

Skye lunged to slam the window before rain poured in. “Not really,” she threw over her shoulder. “I attended officer training after achieving high marks at the Nelanta gymnasium. My teachers said they would have recommended me for college—if it’d been finished then.”

“Yeah, and your aunt’s on Queen Frost’s council.”

Skye spun, scowled, and snapped, “Don’t ever! I earned my spot on this team. It wasn’t some nepotism appointment. Aunt Camille didn’t even want me to join the military. She’s a freakin’ diplomat, for ruin’s sake.”

Lark cringed, raising her hands in surrender. “Sorry! I didn’t mean to imply—”

“Just forget it. You want your hair cut.” Skye yanked open her pack and rifled through it, flinging socks, a shirt, a bottle of shampoo—still clearly stung by Lark’s comment.

“No, really, don’t be angry. All I had was primary school—lucky to have that.”

Skye produced a pair of scissors, giving them a few practice snips. “You never know what you’ll need on our little ventures. I’m not mad at you—just at the world for assuming things.” She tilted her head, studying Lark. “You know, if your hair were a little darker and long—and you had more meat on your bones—we’d look a lot alike. Do you know where your family comes from?”

“Somewhere near old Jacksonville, Florida. Before that, I haven’t a clue.”

“Hmmm.” Skye pulled out the desk chair and pointed at it. “Sit. I can tell your bangs need trimming, but your hair’s already pretty short.”

Lark walked to the chair, but, before sitting, she locked gazes with Skye. “I want it cut like the captain’s.”

Skye’s jaw dropped, and her eyes widened. “You what?”

“Shave it over the ears and around the back,” she instructed, “but keep some length on top. It’s more practical, and who do I have to impress?”

Skye wet her lips, shock hardening into disbelief. “No Mr. Sutter, I presume?” Lark shook her head, and Skye’s shoulders dropped, followed by a look of sadness. “Tommy, the friend you needed the medicine for. Lark, I’m so sorry.”

“It wasn’t like that,” she answered mistily and sat down in the chair. “There was someone back home, but it was a one-sided attraction. I’m not looking for anyone right now. I just want to do some good, experience life, see what lies beyond the marsh.”

“You sound like me—only I’m not chopping off all my hair. Sheesh! Are you sure?”

“Positive.” Lark was ready for some changes in her life. Cutting her hair was part mourning for Tommy, part penance for her anger at Queen Frost, and part craving a taste of how men lived. She’d never be a man—obviously—but nothing stopped her from cutting her hair like one. Sure, plenty of guys wore their hair long, but not in the army, and Lark was in the army now.

They chatted while Skye snipped away. Lark learned that Skye liked men plenty, just as side interests, not for settling down. It was just as well. Lark wasn’t drawn to her that way—not like to Queen Frost, which was a riotous joke. She was so far above Lark’s station she might as well live on the moon. Besides, it was too soon for her to have feelings for anyone but Milena. It would take a little time for Lark to give up her dream.
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Nelanta, the next day

“Close the door,” Azaleen commanded, sweeping into the war room. General Stark complied, following her to a small table with two chairs by the open window. “Are you sure?”

“That’s what Whisper wrote on the message a pigeon just brought in.”

“I want to see it.” The news piled another layer of dread onto the queen’s shoulders. It took extreme effort to sit with regal grace when all she wanted was to rip that pigeon’s head off and fling it into a lake.

The still muscular general lowered himself into the opposite chair and unfurled a scrap of paper onto the table facing Azaleen. Worry lines carved deeper than hers across his face as he watched her with shadowed eyes.

She read the message silently, then aloud. “Irons planning invasion. Mass-producing ammunition. Timing unknown. Confidence high. —Whisper.” Azaleen met Stark’s gaze with steel and grit. “What about our other spies?”

“The last I heard from Fox, Colt Irons was transporting more weapons and ammunition to Fort Rustin.” Stark rubbed his chin, bushy gray brows narrowing. “We already know their military outnumbers and outguns ours, but moving it to our shores remains their obstacle.”

“Reports on the Iron Realm’s navy?”

The crusty general dropped his hand to the table, a faint smile warming his face. “Last message puts the count at two seaworthy trading vessels—could double as troop carriers—and six refitted fishing trawlers patrolling the Gulf. Maybe a handful of amphibious crafts. They couldn’t transport the bulk of their army with that but might use it to open a second front by landing troops on our southern shores.”

“Do you know the true identities of any of these spies?” Azaleen inquired, ensnared in a quagmire of distrust.

Stark shook his head. “For their safety, their true identities are confidential. I do know Fox was born in Verdancia and Whisper wasn’t, but I’ve never had cause to doubt either. Their information has always held.”

“Planning invasion, but no date,” she muttered, lips pursed, her jeweled fingers curling into a fist.

A knock at the door startled the queen for an instant. Recovering quickly, she lifted her chin. “Enter.”

“My queen.” Her chief of staff slipped in, hands folded in front of her, head bowed. “The Recovery Team has returned with the vault findings from Tupelo. What should I do with them?”

“Medicine?” Expectation gleamed in Azaleen’s eyes. “Ammunition?”

“A little,” Sabine answered in disappointment. Azaleen nodded. She never expected much, but she always hoped.

“Send staff and capitol guards to unload the goods at the Royal Distribution Center on Main and Capitol. Tell Mr. Dupré to catalogue everything and add it to the shelves. Oh, and remind him to put together a variety of supplies to ship to Saltmarsh Reach. I’ve set aside some medicine for the coast as well. Then send the team into the parlor downstairs and ask Lou to pour them refreshments. I’ll be along to learn their findings firsthand.”

“Yes, my queen.” Sabine closed the door on her way out.

Azaleen met General Stark with a hard stare. “We need to convene a council meeting tomorrow morning. Send word to whoever is in town. I’m going to have to make a hard decision, and I’d prefer to do it with the council’s backing.”

“I’ll round up the strays, Queen Frost,” he said with a wink. Rising, he held out a gentlemanly hand to assist Azaleen.

“Ever chivalrous, eh, General?” She returned his wink with a smirking smile. “Let’s see what the team recovered.”

Azaleen entered the parlor on Reuben Stark’s arm—poised, polished, in command. The members of her elite squad were chatting, laughing, but all jumped to attention when they spotted her. Each hand flew up in a salute, which the general met and dismissed. When Azaleen lowered herself into a cushioned armchair, they quietly returned to their seats.

“Now, I want every detail about your trip,” Azaleen instructed as she inspected the soldiers. Her gaze snagged on Lark—Luke, Lark—and confusion flickered. Her mouth dropped as she stared at Lark, a quickening pulsing through her veins. She blinked. “Ms. Sutter, is that you?”

Azaleen had never seen a woman with hair cropped into a long fade before. It bristled above her shaved nape, riding high over her ears. The floppy part on top looked so soft and inviting, it enticed Azaleen to touch it, run her fingers through the brown tufts. Heat rushed to her face as she realized she was staring. She closed her mouth, blinked again.

“Yes, Madam Queen,” she answered shyly, dropping her gaze. She brushed tan fingers over the buzzed hairs above her ears. “I cut my hair. It was getting in the way. I hope I didn’t break a rule.”

“No, not at all,” Azaleen replied, trying to regain some sense of why she’d called them here. “Here in Nelanta, as well as in the outlying regions of Verdancia, people’s personal choices—including hairstyles—are their own. I believe it suits you. Now, on to business. Captain Moreau?”

He recounted their trip, breaching the vault, the missing Culpeppers, and Mayor Thompson’s hospitality. Skye presented her with the family picture album. Lark didn’t say anything else, but occasionally Azaleen detected her glances and contrite expression. Surely, she didn’t fear cutting her hair had broken protocol … especially in such a bold, oddly alluring fashion. The queen found her mind wandering during the briefing and counted on Stark to remember everything that was said.

“Sabine?” she called as they wrapped up. In an instant, her confidant stood beside her chair. “Please write a thank-you letter to Mayor Thompson and mark it with my seal.”

“Right away, my queen.”

“Now, before you all go,” Azaleen began—but Lark’s jaunty hair and soulful honey eyes distracted her again.

A staff member in crisp white shorts and a blue bolero vest rushed in, clutching a small cylinder. “Your Excellency, please forgive the interruption.” He fell to one knee in front of her, extending the tube. “I work in the aviary. A pigeon just arrived with this message. It’s marked ‘urgent.’” Lifting it up, he bowed.

Curiosity and concern dispelled her fascination with Lark and her haircut. She took the tube and opened it.


Chapter twenty-six
Borders of the Heart


“We should leave,” Luke suggested, standing while Azaleen rolled out the message.

“Wait,” she ordered. The note came from Lord Rowan Whitfield, a loyal supporter and noble overseer of Clearwater, a city of nearly a hundred thousand, to the northeast along the Savannah River System. She read it aloud.

“Dear Queen Frost. I hope you are well. We picked up a defector from Appalachia, a farmer. My wife and I talked with him at some length and believe he is legit. I thought you’d like to meet him as well, since we know so little about their society. He claims not to be part of the cult and appears quite normal. Please advise. —Lord Rowan and Lady Evelyn Whitfield.”

“A defector?” General Stark wrinkled his brow, leaning forward, elbows on knees. “Or a spy?”

“Secretary of Procurement Desmond Shaw defected from there some years ago,” Azaleen reminded him. “Do you still suspect him?”

“No, of course not,” Stark answered. “Suspicion comes with the territory. My charge is keeping Verdancia safe, and, with all Irons’ threats and bluster, I suspect the Oligarchy poses the greater danger. Irons broadcasts his plans far and wide, while they’re secretive and smart. If this farmer is a spy, I’ll find him out. If not, he could prove valuable.”

Azaleen considered his assessment. Stark was an excellent general, partly because he weighed all possibilities—not merely the most obvious ones.

“Lord and Lady Whitfield are not fools to be taken in by a ruse,” she said, “and they think he’s who he claims to be. I would very much like to gain information from him if he has any to offer. But the Oligarchy doesn’t like defectors. They might send an assassin after him.”

Azaleen turned to face Captain Moreau. “I’ll compose a reply informing Lord Whitfield to expect you to arrive tomorrow to pick him up. Clearwater is one of our primary trading partners, and cargo trucks regularly make that run. Oh, and while you’re there.” Azaleen glanced around the room. “Sabine?”

The clack of heels down the hall was music to Azaleen’s ears.

“Yes, my queen?”

“Please write an invitation to the Kingdom Day Festival for Lord and Lady Whitfield,” she instructed. “Captain Moreau will take it with the Recovery Team when they leave for Clearwater first thing in the morning.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll have it ready shortly.”

“Are we collecting this Appalachian farmer as a prisoner or a guest?” asked Skye Navarro. Azaleen could see a resemblance to her chief ambassador in the young officer—in face and form, if not in bearing.

“Let’s treat him as a guest unless he tries something,” she stipulated. “He’ll be much more cooperative and forthcoming if he believes we want to help him. And who knows? Maybe we do. That’s yet to be seen. Now, if you all will excuse me, I expect my boys home from school soon.”

Everyone stood out of respect when Azaleen rose. Although she was accustomed to it, she didn’t want to take their actions for granted. Scanning the small gathering, she allowed herself to smile with appreciation. “Everyone performed admirably today. Enjoy your evening.”

Azaleen’s gaze lingered too long on Lark. Jerking it away, she turned and glided from the parlor to Sabine’s office, leaving voices debating the sincerity of the runaway farmer behind.

“What a day,” Sabine remarked in solidarity with Azaleen.

“Indeed,” she agreed, closing the door. Sabine sat at her secretary’s desk, fine stationery and ballpoint pens strewn about. “Do you ever wish we could hop on a boat and sail away without worries? No looming threats, no heaps of responsibility?”

Sabine smiled. “Tempting. If you would allow yourself a personal life, something to balance all this—”

“I do,” Azaleen declared, raising a brow, hand on her hip. “I’ve got Eldrin, Caelen, and Mama.”

“All people you take care of,” Sabine pointed out compassionately. “You know what I mean. Who takes care of you?”

Azaleen jutted up her chin. “You do.”

Sabine laughed and shook her head. “What did you think of Lark Sutter’s daring hairstyle? I saw you gawking at her.”

“I was not! Just taken aback a bit was all. It’s …” She tried to think of the right word. Spunky, outrageous, alluring, sexy—no, not sexy. “Different.”

With a smirk, Sabine turned back to letter writing. “Whatever you say. She is cute.”

Heat rushed through Azaleen, fear wrapped in embarrassment tightening her throat. She couldn’t waste her time and energy fantasizing about a younger woman, a non-noble, uneducated girl from the coast who had, in no uncertain terms, declared how much she hated her. Yet, if she thought about it, when she looked at Lark today, that searing fire was gone from her eyes. She acted … humble. What was that about?

“Stop trying to fix me up with people,” Azaleen snapped, sharper than she’d intended. “I have to go home now, see if Caelen’s broken something, if Eldrin’s dragged in another animal, if Mama remembers my name.”

“I’m sorry, Azaleen.” Sabine looked up at her from her desk with an apologetic expression. “I only wanted to—”

“It’s OK.” Azaleen waved it away. “I know, and I appreciate you. I just can’t. I’m queen. There isn’t room for anything else.”

Sadness pressed heavy on her heart as Azaleen straightened, pivoted, and set out for home.
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Nathan was exhausted when he lay down on Henry Dawson’s living room couch, made up with floral cotton sheets and a worn quilt, handmade by Mrs. Dawson’s mother. It was too warm for the quilt, but he loved the faded stitching and the faint scent of lavender that clung to it. This was the first time in five nights he’d felt safe.

The more he’d thought about marrying a stranger—no doubt as brainwashed into the cult as his mother was—the more determined he was to run. He had sent a note to Soren to meet him at the docks outside of Clover Hollow, nothing else, in case it got intercepted. He didn’t show.

Maybe he never got the message, Nathan thought, head sinking into the down pillow. Or maybe he was too afraid. But after the spectacle in Unity Park … Nathan sighed, staring at candlelight dancing around the ceiling.

He’d set out with the necessities—a shotgun and some shells, a bag of food, canteens of water, and a change of clothes. Knowing the currency would be different, he’d packed a few trinkets he hoped would be valuable enough to trade. Fabled Southern hospitality had carried him thus far, but tomorrow would be the real test—meeting Queen Frost.

Nathan had crossed mountains, forests, and rivers, sneaked past Appalachian border patrols, and kept to paved roads whenever he could. The borderlands had been the worst. He shot a radiated boar that charged him, hid from a traveling gang of raucous wildlings, and almost sank in a bog where the mud clutched at his boots. Covered in scratches and bug bites, he finally found an inhabited farm. The owner offered him a meal, a bed, and a ride to Clearwater, where he was taking hogs to market. The trip to the city took most of the next day as his mule-drawn cart moseyed along, and Nathan helped his sons drive the hogs.

Thinking back on his journey, Nathan longed to share it with Soren. If only he knew how wrong the Oracle was. He dug a folded piece of paper and a pencil stub from his pocket and sat up to write.

Soren, why didn’t you come? You should be here—you wouldn’t believe it! Everyone’s been so nice. I’m in a town called Clearwater where every house and building looks different. Brick, wood, metal, stone, pre-war antiques, new builds, and there’s color everywhere—music too. Even the people are all different colors. A bunch of guys at a barbershop exchanged stories about the Clemson Tigers and how fierce they were. I didn’t even know there were tigers in Ashland. Lord and Lady Whitfield asked me to their mansion for tea. We talked and talked. Then Mr. Dawson, the editor of The Tiger Tribune, came over, and he wants to write an article about me. Tomorrow I’m going to see the queen. But it’s all only half as bright without you. Please change your mind. I’ll come back for you. The Ministry lied, Soren. The people here don’t treat me like an enemy at all. I miss you. I love you.

Nathan reread his letter, fighting back tears. Part of him was exhilarated by his first taste of freedom. But a hollow ache gnawed at him for leaving Soren behind. The flame flickered across the paper, the scent of beeswax on his nose. Nathan folded the letter, slid it back into his pocket. How would it even get to Soren? Appalachia had closed its borders to trade, adhering to a strict isolationist policy. Nobody from here would travel there to deliver it.

He blew out the light, reclining on the sofa once more. “Why didn’t you come?” he whispered to the night. The family cat slunk across the top of the couch, settling down to stare at the stranger, ready to pounce if he made a wrong move. Nathan closed his eyes, visions of color, uniqueness, and Clemson Tigers—whatever they were.

Nathan awoke to the smell of cornbread and bacon. The cat had abandoned its post, now poised in the open doorway to the cooking porch, awaiting scraps to fall.

“Good, you’re awake,” greeted Henry, a studious-looking man with close-cropped hair and glasses. His toothy smile gleamed in contrast to his dark skin. He straightened a wide red cravat loosely tied over a cream short-sleeved shirt. His tan pants were cut off at his knees. Nathan tried not to stare. This is what a city dweller wears to work? Considering how hot he had been driving the pigs to market yesterday, he had to admit it was sensible.

“Do you need me to do something?” he asked, springing off the sofa. “I can chop wood, haul water, carry something heavy. I want to repay you for letting me stay here.”

“Nonsense!” Henry held up a palm. “My pastor says God loves a cheerful giver, and we should always treat our guests with kindness, ‘cause you never know when you might entertain an angel in disguise. Why don’t you wash up for breakfast and then catch a trolley downtown with me?”

“Thank you,” Nathan said, interested to hear more about these people’s religion.

At the breakfast table, Viola blessed the food, and Henry passed around the serving platter.

“I’m curious,” Nathan began. “I saw many churches in town yesterday, and they all looked different. Where I come from, they’re all the same.”

“Oh, Lord, have mercy!” Viola declared with a laugh. She was a buxom woman with a round face, a shade lighter than her husband’s. Both appeared to be about ten years older than him. “There’re as many churches around here as ticks on a hound, and every one of ‘em is different. You’ve got the Old Religion, the New Religion, the hybrid churches, a Jewish synagogue, the Logical Minds fellowship, the Reign of Fire folks, and even an agnostics meeting house where they sit around and discuss what might or might not be true.”

Nathan’s mouth watered as he sampled Viola’s delightful cooking, the buttery cornbread and smoky bacon with eggs, a warm sense of wonder filling him from the inside out. “Back home, there’s only one church, and everyone is required to attend. The buildings all look the same, they sing the same songs, and the shepherds deliver the same messages. It was …” he thought for a moment, his hosts waiting for him to finish. “Stifling.”

“Uh, uh, uh,” Viola vocalized, lips pressed thin, head shaking. “Here in Verdancia, we support everyone’s right to believe whatever they want to—even if they’re wrong,” she added with a sly wink. “But really, if the Old Religion was good enough for my parents and grandparents before the war, it’s good enough for us, isn’t that right, Henry?”

“Sho nuff, Vi.”

“Mr. Dawson, are you allowed to answer a question honestly?” Nathan rested his fork, noticing his plate was empty.

“I’m allowed to. Whether I choose to, depends on the question.”

“Does the government, Lord Whitfield, or Queen Frost, tell you what to publish in your newspaper?”

Henry pursed his lips, wiping his fingers with a cloth napkin, his gaze fixed at a point on the far wall. “There are some rules in place, and my paper could be shut down if I violate them. For example, we are only allowed to report as news, substantiated facts. We can’t just say, ‘Lord Whitfield painted graffiti all over Clemson Stadium’ without evidence or witnesses. We aren’t allowed to fabricate stories just to sell papers. There are libel laws. Newspapers can have an opinion column, as long as it constitutes no more than ten percent of the edition’s content, and it must be labeled ‘Opinion.’ But does someone else write our script, tell us what stories we can or can’t print? No. While we don’t have an elected government here, the constitution protects freedom of speech, freedom of religion, as well as many personal freedoms.”

“Like who you marry?” Nathan had to be sure. It seemed too wonderful to be real.

“Especially who you marry,” Viola answered.

“So, the queen isn’t all-powerful? There’s a—what did you call it? Constitution?” Nathan wasn’t well educated—only six years of school before he’d had to work full time. But he’d learned a lot about how the Oligarchy operated in Appalachia. People there didn’t get a vote either.

“Oh, she’s powerful, all right,” Henry answered. “But even she must abide by the law. That’s the way the founders set it up. The constitution was written to ensure fairness and personal liberties while giving one individual authority to conduct most kingdom business in a timely, efficient manner. If a monarch behaves badly, the lords can cast a vote of no confidence and force him or her to step down.”

“Interesting.”

“I know you must have many questions, but I have to get to work, and you need to go wait for VERT to come collect you.” Henry pushed up from the table, brushing a kiss to his wife’s cheek. “Thanks, lovie. Breakfast was delicious.”

Nathan also stood. “Yes, thank you, Mrs. Dawson. I’m sure your God is pleased by your display of hospitality.” She beamed at him in response.

The trollies were nothing like those in Clover Hollow. A team of four horses pulled a long, open-sided car on wheels with benches fixed in rows. The iron-rimmed wheels rattled over old brick streets as the horses snorted and jingled their harness bells. There were dozens of them, moving in all directions with no tracks. Even the trollies are free here, he thought in awe.


Chapter twenty-seven
Between Faith and Fear


Lark bounced in the back of the Jeep on another bumpy ride to a city she’d never seen—this time without cooing pigeons to mind. Captain Luke and Harlan led the way on their motorcycles. They left the main highway for a narrow, windy road through farming and fishing country, making the two-hundred-kilometer trip take longer. Skye said it was because a bridge was out. Crossing a still-standing, crumbling bridge, Clearwater came into view—a busy port crowded with flatboats and barges to the right, and rising behind it a monstrous, oval concrete structure with a battered flag waving an orange paw print.

“What’s that?” she asked. Lark had never seen a structure so immense before, its top rail jutting above the trees.

“Clearwater Arena,” Diego replied. “Used to be Memorial Stadium, and where this town is, used to be a university. Their sports mascot was a tiger. Folks around here still remember. Lord Whitfield, the one who sent for us?”

Lark glanced at Diego long enough to nod before returning her gaze with interest to the vista across the river. Church steeples pierced the sky, buildings jumbled in color, and hydropower wheels churned along the shoreline, the wide river hugging the aptly named city.

“His father was the Clemson Tigers’ last football coach, led them to the national championship victory. Old Forest Whitfield was a legend, one the people gladly followed. He brought order to the region after the ruin, then passed the torch to Rowan, who declared his loyalty to King Frost during the formation of Verdancia. Whitfield and his formidable wife remain Queen Frost’s staunchest supporters.”

They drove under a long banner reading, “Welcome to Clearwater. Tigers never die.” The Jeep rattled over brick streets, weaving between horse-drawn trollies, bicycles, scooters, and pedestrians. She spotted a truck or two parked beside businesses or factories. A fueling station’s sign announced, “Best Ethanol in Clearwater.” Houses sported wide front porches with gardens and chicken coops in the back. Grain silos and warehouses loomed near the port, with corrugated tin cafes and ramshackle wooden shops circling midtown. But at the hub towered the old stadium. They passed a stately library and several well-preserved heritage houses before pulling to a stop in front of The Tiger Tribute printing house.

“He’s supposed to be here,” Skye said. “Wait and keep your eyes peeled.” She hopped out of the driver’s seat, following Luke into the brick building.

Wes stood, stretched, and questioned, “If tigers never die, how come I’ve never seen one when I come here?”

Diego rolled his eyes before stabbing Wes with a sarcastic expression. “You know that means the Fighting Tigers’ spirit, you mud-mired rust-brain.”

Wes chuckled and lit a homeroll.

It seemed to Lark that Clearwater thrived on its past glory and present grit—a place where culture and community had survived the worst, now reaching for the best. Resilience.

“Wow!” A trio of blond-haired children bounced over to touch the battle-worn, rust-spotted Jeep with the reverence they might a holy book, their small hands leaving smudges.

“Is this a real Jeep?” the oldest asked.

“Can we ride in it?” the youngest added, eyes wide with awe.

“Yes, and no,” Diego answered. “But you can touch it.”

“Children!” scolded a slender woman with wheaten hair and a short plaid skirt as she rushed to grab the smallest one’s hand. She offered Diego an embarrassed smile. “Sorry about that. They get so excited when we come in from the farm once a month. I think this is their first time seeing a real Jeep.”

“No problem, ma’am,” Wes answered with a gallant smile and bow before sitting back down.

“Are you soldiers?” the oldest child asked. The middle-sized one had yet to speak.

“We are,” Lark answered, amused by their enthusiasm.

Then his eyes rounded like saucers. “You’re a girl!”

Lark laughed. “Yes, I am.”

As the mother herded her brood away, Luke and Skye emerged from the newspaper office with a strapping young man, sandy curls flopping over his head with abandon. His manner tensed when he saw the military vehicle waiting with a squad in uniform. No one brandished weapons, but his eyes flashed with a hint of panic.

“Don’t worry, Mr. Frye,” Luke coaxed in a mild tone. “We aren’t arresting you. You are in no trouble at all. Queen Frost was worried for your safety and wanted to ensure you arrived in one piece at the capital. That’s the only reason for a military escort—well, that and we don’t have an abundance of motor vehicles here. Most are reserved for security and trade-transport purposes.”

He nodded, seeming to relax a little. Diego stood up and waved with a smile. “There’s a seat beside me you can have. Ever ridden in a Jeep before?”

“No,” he answered. “There’s a world of things I’ve never done before.”

“Well, come on then,” Wes encouraged with a “hurry up” gesture. “I want to hear all about Core technology. I’m Wes Walker.”

“Nathan Frye,” he said. Grabbing the rollbar, he climbed into the back and settled on the bench beside Diego, dropping his pack between his feet.

“Diego Marin.” He extended a hand. Nathan took it in a firm grip. “And that’s Lark Sutter, the rookie. Don’t let her looks fool ya—she’s a real stormborn brightwire.”

Lark waved. “We won’t hurt you, Nathan. Neither will Queen Frost.”

He shook his head as Skye cranked up the engine. “We’re making a quick stop at that fuel depot. Anyone wanting a pit stop, that’s it until we’re back in Nelanta.”

Everyone’s hands shot up, followed by chuckles.

“I can’t believe the queen of Verdancia wants to talk to me,” Nathan declared in bewilderment. “I’m just a farmer, nobody of consequence.”

“And I’m just a swamp rat,” Lark countered. “But I’m willing to bet you’re something special. How else would you have been able to break free, cross the borderlands, and brave a new world?”

“That’s right,” Wes agreed as the Jeep rumbled down the bumpy brick street. “Now, tell me all about Core technology.”
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Azaleen chose her upstairs meeting lounge to interrogate the defector. With its pleasant breeze and inviting atmosphere, the room would put him at ease. She’d also hidden a listening device in the shared wall with her office, letting her hear every word. Her plan was simple: introduce the young man to key members of her staff and excuse herself to let the men have the room. She feared he might be too nervous to reveal anything important in front of the head of state. But Beaudean was a fellow farmer, and Shaw had also defected from the north. Naturally, General Stark needed to be there, but the more relaxed and among friends he felt, the more likely he’d reveal a useful piece of information.

Standing in the war room as she waited, Azaleen studied her map table, envisioning various routes the Iron Army might take to invade. No matter how she shuffled her troop markers around, there was no way to fortify them all. That’s why she had called the special council meeting the night before.

“We need a larger army,” she’d told them. “General Stark and I can’t defend the kingdom against a Republic invasion if they split their superior force and attack on two fronts. We simply need more boots on the ground.”

“What do you propose?” Camille had asked. “You know we’re working on a treaty with the AlgonCree, but they haven’t promised military backing yet.”

“We need them,” she’d agreed, “no doubt. But negotiations are slow, and we don’t know how long Irons will wait before making his move. It could be this summer.”

“The treasury won’t stretch any further,” Vera insisted, stone-faced and clearly uncomprehending of the danger.

“Surely you aren’t suggesting subscription?” Rosalind was aghast. “We could launch a fresh publicity campaign, promise more incentives for enlisting.”

Vera had glared venomously at the education secretary, her severe bun pulling her face tight. “What part of ‘we have no more money’ don’t you understand?”

“We must conscript more soldiers,” Stark declared. “There isn’t time to court volunteers.”

“You can’t take laborers from the farms,” Beaudean argued. “Summer is here. If you think our coffers are bare now, imagine if we’ve no cotton to trade come fall.”

“Enough! I’ve made my decision. Ms. Fontaine.” Azaleen turned to her chief of staff. “Captain Moreau is leaving early in the morning for Clearwater. Make sure he carries a letter to Lord Whitfield to accompany our invitation to the festival, asking him for military support. I’m certain he’ll raise a levy and quickly reinforce our ranks.”

As she thought back over the meeting, Azaleen was more convinced than ever that it was the best course of action. She hoped to receive a reply when Luke returned with the defector. It should be soon, she thought, staring at the map with a tactician’s eye. But do I send them north, to reinforce Stonevale, or south to guard the coast?

“My queen,” Sabine announced her presence at the door. Azaleen straightened, glancing up expectantly.

“Are they here?”

“Yes,” she answered with a reassuring smile. “Captain Moreau took the young man, Nathan Frye, to freshen up for an audience with the queen.”

“Round up Beaudean, Stark, and Shaw,” she instructed, “and seat them in the upstairs lounge. Then ask the captain to bring Mr. Frye in.” Keeping her gaze on Sabine, Azaleen hesitated. She felt a sudden urge to ask about Lark. It was silly. If anything had happened, her chief of staff would have reported that first.

“Is there anything else?” Sabine asked, a teasing twinkle in her eyes.

Azaleen shook her head and strode toward the door. “No, thank you. Just lost in thought. Care to join me in my office to listen in?”

“I’d be honored.”

Dressed in a more formal blue and white kaftan embroidered with larger-than-life butterflies, belted at the waist, and wearing her silver circlet, Queen Azaleen Frost received the Appalachian defector. He bowed, looking more awkward than afraid, probably having never been in the company of royalty before. She noticed the genuine nature of his courage.

Captain Moreau made the introductions and excused himself. Lou passed around cold drinks and finger biscuits, exiting once everyone was comfortable.

Seated by a lofty window, sunlight haloing her platinum hair, Azaleen assessed Nathan Frye. He was tall, brimming with lean muscle, not unlike Luke, with interesting eyes and tousled dark blond hair. His accent reminded her of Desmond Shaw’s. They chatted for a few minutes before she departed.

“Mr. Frye, please feel at ease speaking with my advisors,” she encouraged. “I have other matters to attend to, but I wanted to welcome you to Verdancia personally. Mr. Beaudean, our agriculture secretary, can help place you in a suitable work environment, help you choose where you want to live, and what kind of farming you prefer. Mr. Shaw,” she motioned to the lanky man with dark skin and a foot propped over his knee, “also came to Verdancia from your homeland. I’m sure you will have much to discuss. And General Stark is here to assess whether you’re a spy.”

Alarm shot into his gaze. “I’m no spy—I assure you of that,” he declared, at which Azaleen gave him a cheeky smile.

“It’s the general you must convince. Gentlemen.” With a nod, she sashayed from the room.

In her office next door, employing the copper bell and tubing running from a small hole obscured by a plant in the lounge, she and Sabine listened to his stories. She found his insights and descriptions enlightening—far more detail than she’d learned before. But it was this boyfriend of his, Soren Delacroix, who’d be the stronger asset—if they could facilitate his defection. Still, Frye’s tales filled in gaps from what Shaw had shared. For an hour, they compared how Appalachia had changed since Shaw’s escape.

When their conversation turned to agriculture, Azaleen set the listening bell down.

“Here,” Sabine said, handing her two envelopes. “I meant to give these to you, but there hasn’t been an opportunity.”

“Lord Whitfield’s replies?” Hope radiated from within as she took the correspondence.

“Yes. I didn’t open them,” Sabine said, glancing at the wax seals.

“I appreciate your courtesy,” Azaleen responded with a soft smile. “But I don’t have any secrets from you.” She opened the first one. “Rowan is delighted to bring his entire family to the celebration.” She met Sabine’s gaze. “They’ll be a fabulous foil to Calder and his clan.”

“Indeed,” Sabine agreed while Azaleen opened the next seal.

“Oh, thank all the gods and angels,” she exhaled, slapping a hand to her heart. “Lord Whitfield has promised us five thousand militia troops with rudimentary training—says he can have them here in four weeks.”

“That’s fabulous!” Sabine exclaimed, a bright smile blossoming on her face.

“That means I can use them to reinforce the coast forts without pulling anyone off the western and northern borders.” Relief crashed over her as she clutched the letter to her chest. “I can’t wait to tell General Stark the good news,” she bubbled. “But I don’t want to interrupt the meeting with Frye. Do you think you can find Captain Moreau?”

“I believe he’s still downstairs.” Sabine rose from her seat. “I’ll go see.”

“If he’s there, bring him in, will you? Thanks.” The joy she felt must have radiated from her face as she saw it reflected in Sabine’s.

“You bet.”

Azaleen’s brain shifted into overdrive. She pulled out her troop count sheets, reviewing the numbers. Verdancia commanded five major military bases and several smaller outposts, the largest being Marchland, ten thousand soldiers strong. Next came Stonevale, Lord Calder’s seven thousand troops, still loyal to the crown as long as his conditions were met. Nelanta maintained a national guard of five thousand to send out in cases of emergency and provide a last line of defense in a blitzkrieg.

Clearwater had a standing force of thirty-five hundred, and New Charleston boasted two thousand sailors and marines. The kingdom’s thousand mobile units were scattered around, going where they were needed, like her personal VERT squad. Fort Hammond, built where the Mother River met the flooded Gulf, was home to the rest of Verdancia’s navy—such that it was—with a complement of twenty-five hundred. Fort Jasper was smaller, but still significant. Each town had its own militia, and there were a few smaller forts scattered about.

“Now, where to station these troops?” she pondered.

“You wanted to see me?” Captain Moreau stood at attention in her office doorway. “Did everything with Frye go all right? I didn’t take him to be a spy.”

“Yes, he seems harmless,” Azaleen replied. “I’m putting together a new shipment for Marchland, and we can’t suffer any more losses. It will have ammunition, ethanol, replacement uniforms, beer, and other comfort supplies, but, most importantly, medicine—malaria pills especially, after the recent outbreak. I need your team to guard that caravan and do a much better job of it than last time. Understood?” She pinned the powerful man with her most intimidating stare.

“Yes, Your Excellency! We’ll keep the shipment safe all the way to Marchland.”

Azaleen’s eyes gleamed. “Your kingdom is counting on it.”


Chapter twenty-eight
No Oracle for the Heart


Clover Hollow, the next day

Soren’s mother had to drag him out of bed. A week and a day had passed since Nathan asked him to meet at the docks—and he hadn’t gone. He’d had things to do, excuses to make, and, above all, a decision he hadn’t wanted to face. Why is he so unreasonable? He’d even sent a note, but Nathan never replied. Fine. I’ll see him at his matching ceremony.

Dressed in his Institute uniform, Soren sat at the table with his parents and younger sister, picking at his breakfast. Brooding killed his appetite.

“Don’t you have to turn in your application for a specialty today?” Gabriella’s question was pointed, almost demanding. His fifteen-year-old sister was attractive, an exceptional pianist, and an arrogant pain in the ass. “I already know what I want to do.”

“Sure,” he muttered, knowing she’d change her mind ten times, and it wouldn’t even matter in the end.

“Well, dear,” his mother chimed in, “what’s your first choice?” Nadia blinked denim-blue eyes at him with interest. Her medium brown hair was cut in a sensible bob, though not as sharp as was fashionable. She was a biochemist working in the Ministry of Human Optimization—important work, but not on the same level as his father’s. Her latest project focused on improving human longevity and optimizing genes. She’d dropped a few hints his way, but Adélard’s tactics proved far more persuasive.

“I marked Data Harmonization first, with Developmental Coding and Cybernetic Research as alternates.” He stared at his oatmeal, stirring the blueberries around.

“Excellent choices, son,” his father praised. “No matter which The Institute assigns you to, you’ll excel. You know they run all their postings by the Core, so you needn’t worry about human error or bias getting in your way. I’m so proud of you.”

At those words, Soren lifted his chin, searching his father’s eyes. Seeing that glimpse of genuine pride lifted his spirits, drawing a smile across his lips. Adélard Delacroix offered praise sparingly, and it carried tremendous weight.

“Did you hear the news?” Gabriella couldn’t stand not being the center of attention.

Soren scowled at her for interrupting his moment. “What?”

“Some farmer from Harmony Ridge disappeared last week,” she chirped, as if she’d won the lottery. “Some people say he got eaten by a bear, but others claim he ran away because he was about to turn twenty and didn’t want to marry a stranger. I mean, really? What a wuss! If I don’t like who the Oracle picks for me to marry, then I’ll just whip him into shape, mold him into the husband I want. That’s how it works, you know.”

Soren froze, his spoon halfway to his mouth. A tremor started in his core. When it reached his hand, he lowered the spoon back into his porridge. He felt the blood drain from his face, fearing to ask. The words came anyway.

“Did they give his name?”

“Oh, that’s right,” his mother said, her sweet voice dripping with concern. “Soren, you were there for your community exchange program the summer after you completed the Academy. It could be someone you know.”

“Oh, yes, Mother.” Gabriella slung back her short, brunette hair, trying for a dramatic flair. “His name is all over the broadcasts. Somebody Frye. It’s easy to remember. The joke is that Frye got fried—get it?” She grinned from ear to ear.

Soren felt sick to his stomach. “Excuse me,” he muttered and hurried from the table.

“Honey?” his mother called after him. “Are you all right?”

Soren slammed the door to his tiny bedroom, crashing onto the single bed. One window let in the morning light and air. He left me! Racked with agonizing pain, he curled into a ball. How could you leave me? I loved you, and you said you loved me.

Hot tears stung his eyes, his gut twisting as if torn by rampaging warg.

“Soren?”

Great, he thought. Father’s at the door. I can’t let him see me like this.

“Just a minute,” he called, mopping at his face, pressing down his tempest emotions with a practiced will. His father stepped in anyway, closing the door. Soren shot upright, jaw clenched to keep it from quivering.

“That was him, wasn’t it?”

Soren was afraid to meet his father’s gaze. But he feared too many things, one of which had just manifested. You’re almost twenty, dammit! Pull yourself together.

Glancing up, he didn’t see anger or even disappointment, but supportive understanding. Still, Soren couldn’t speak. His father moved closer, taking the desk chair. “I know it hurts now, but this is for the best. With him gone, you can focus on what really matters—your future in Clover Hollow. Most young men enjoy a youthful fling or two before their marriage ceremonies, and that’s a good thing. You need to satisfy urges and curiosities, sow your wild oats. What’s important moving forward is that you put such experiences behind you, something that might have proven hard to do if the Frye boy was still around to tempt you. If he’s dead, I’m sorry. But if he ran away without you, I’m exceedingly glad. Farmers are a dime a dozen. But you, Soren Delacroix—”

He pointed at Soren, a smile tugging at the edges of his lips. Soren swallowed, locking eyes with his father.

“You are special, and you’re going to be somebody. Evolution selects the faithful,” he said, repeating one of the many Cult sayings. “Obey now, keep your head down, and follow the road before you, and one day you’ll be the one issuing the orders. Many factors go into interpreting the will and the words of the Oracle, not the least of which is the direction the Oligarchy wishes to move. The Core is the brain behind our society, but it has neither hands nor feet. We are the movers and shapers, Soren. That we can include you one day.”

He let his father’s words sink in. Maybe this is all part of the Oracle’s plan—that I missed meeting Nathan, that he left without me.

“Have your cry, then wash your face and take your application into the dean’s office. There will be other young men and a wife to fulfill your physical and emotional needs. Remember your priorities. To doubt is to falter, to follow is to rise. And when you become the leader, the people will worship at your feet.”

His father’s words rang with certainty, but Soren’s chest still ached with loss. Could faith really silence love? Should it?


Chapter twenty-nine
Bastion of the Bluffs


Marchland, Verdancia, two days later

Bad roads, lumbering transport trucks, and a raider ambush delayed VERT’s arrival in Marchland. Queen Frost had been wise to send the squad as a security escort. Bandits had lurked in the ghost town of Demopolis, west of Monty, lying in wait for whoever came along. It had taken hours to get one of the two cargo trucks out of a spike trap they’d dug in the road and covered with painted cardboard sprinkled with dirt. The fully human highwaymen had fired arrows and hurled bricks at them, then charged with spears, clubs, and machetes. One raider pinned them from a fourth-floor window with a .22, until Diego taped a stick of dynamite to an arrow and had Lark fire it into the crumbling building.

Wes was banged up, Luke’s shoulder grazed by a bullet. Five raiders lay dead—including the one blown apart—and the rest fled. VERT didn’t pursue. After changing the truck tires, it was too dark to continue, so they spent the night, taking turns keeping watch.

The caravan rolled west through broken farmland and pine stands, the air sharp with resin and heavy with humidity. Rolling pastures broke up fields of cotton, corn, and soybeans, cows and horses swishing flies with their tails. The rhythmic bouncing, warm sunshine, and repetitive landscapes almost lulled Lark to sleep.

“Look!” Wes exclaimed, pointing ahead. Lark and Diego snapped alert, leaning in to peer through the windshield.

“Marchland,” Skye announced.

As they approached the first rows of houses, mud-red brick and whitewashed plank, with roofs of clay tiles, wooden shingles, and tin, the road changed from rough asphalt to brick interspersed with concrete slabs. Azaleas burst with color, magnolias and pecan trees shaded yards, and laundry snapped on taut lines in the breeze. Streets bustled with pedestrians, marching troops, and vendors hawking wares. The air smelled of wood smoke, hot iron, honeysuckle, and manure from the mule teams dragging supply wagons down the thoroughfare.

But rising beyond, the expansive Marchland Fortress dominated the skyline—thick stone walls layered with salvaged concrete, steel plating, and scavenged shipping containers welded into battlements. Watchtowers jutted from the bluff, their signal fires smudging the sky with smoke, while on the north side of town, atop the highest hill, stood the mighty citadel. From its flagpoles snapped Verdancia’s green and gold.

As they rumbled ever closer to the walled fortress, ancient monuments lined the street—men with muskets and sabers, caps on their heads, packs on their backs. History hemmed them in—nostalgia waving from open windows, ringing in the voices of children and elders alike. A gust carried the briny scent of barges moored below at the dockyards, mingled with the muddy, fishy smell of the Mother River herself.

A platoon running drills outside the main gates stopped, snapping to attention as Captain Moreau led the caravan through on his motorcycle. The soldiers saluted them as they passed. From somewhere, a brass band began to play. Lark saw Marchland as Verdancia’s shield—a place that lived and breathed discipline, where every soul moved with purpose. The walls whispered both safety and siege, its people carved from resilience itself.

Lark’s blood raced with nerves and excitement as the Jeep passed through the towering iron gates—not just because Marchland Fortress impressed and intimidated, but because she would get to see her father for the first time in years. Glancing at the sprawl of buildings and thousands in uniform, Lark realized finding him on a base this size would be a challenge.

Luke turned right, rumbling past men and women sweeping walkways, pulling weeds, and scrubbing walls with long-handled brushes. A drill sergeant hollered at his charges hanging onto the rungs of a water tower ladder. “If you can’t climb faster than that, a gator will have you for a snack!”

They passed an office building and a barracks before stopping behind a warehouse. A stout man in his mid-forties, shaved head, pencil stub behind his ear, stepped around a corner, eyeing them with displeasure. His rank boasted master sergeant; his nametag read “Callum Briggs.”

“Took you long enough,” he snorted and ambled up to the first truck, a slight limp on his right side.

“I know.” Luke secured his kickstand and joined Briggs to inspect the cargo. “There’s a nice shipment here, though—almost everything you requested plus a little extra.” Lark watched him lift a tarp covering the beer crates. Briggs’ face lit. “And we have the malaria pills, other medical supplies.”

“About bloody time.” The gruff lifer returned to grumbling. “Where are they? I’m taking those to the infirmary myself.”

“In the other truck,” Luke answered.

Briggs waved at two men and two women with dollies. “Over here. Unload this truck—careful now. Anything breaks, it comes out of your hides.”

“Yes, sir!” sounded a crisp reply.

Luke opened the back of the second truck, where they’d stashed the busted tires. Wes had thought the rims were still good.

“Figures!” Briggs flung up a hand. “Every time you people bring a shipment, something’s busted. Do you know how hard it is to get tires replaced? There’s only one rubber plant in this whole rustin’ country!”

When his eyes fell on the mailbag, Briggs’ deportment flipped on a dime. A smile spread across his broad face. “And I’ll take personal charge of the mail as well.”

Luke laughed. “We don’t bust things on purpose. When’s the last time you made a run to Nelanta, Sergeant?” He quirked a brow, emphasis on rank.

Briggs sighed, leaning on his good leg. “No disrespect intended, Captain Moreau. Sometimes we grunts out here holdin’ the line feel forgotten, is all.”

Luke, almost a head taller than the quartermaster, slapped a friendly hand on his shoulder. “You are not forgotten, Callum. Remember that.” Briggs nodded, glancing inconspicuously at his boots. “I’ll leave the trucks with you for a little while. General Stark sends some official reports for the brass that I need to deliver.”

Briggs glanced up at him. “General Longstreet is down at the docks, inspecting the ships, but Lieutenant Colonel Vance is right up there.” He pointed over the opposite rooftops to the battlements commanding the river.

Luke called over his shoulder to Lark, still perched beside her crate of pigeons in the Jeep. “Sutter, you ever see the Mother River?”

She scooted to the edge of her seat, alert and eager. “No, sir.”

“Well, come on then. Everybody else, take a break, visit the cantina. Meet back here at 1600 hours.” Redirecting to the quartermaster, he asked, “Will you be done unloading by then?”

“If not, all these useless grunts’ll be on latrine duty for the rest of the month. You hear that, lackeys?”

Lark clambered out of the Jeep, tugged her cap snug, and fastened a loose button on her shirt. Assuming she wouldn’t need them, she left her weapons beside the pigeons, her knife still in its sheath strapped to her calf.

They climbed stairs until her legs ached, finally arriving atop the rampart. Ancient iron cannons, massive ballistae, and trebuchets bristled along the wall. Kegs of gunpowder and iron balls, two-meter-long bolts, and massive stones were stacked in easy reach of each weapon. From a tower, scouts scanned the far shore through binoculars and telescopes. As Lark gazed out over the chest-high, half-meter-thick wall, the Mother River sprawled, appearing as if it had swallowed half the world. She couldn’t even see the opposite shore.

“That all used to be farmland,” a voice behind her said. Lark spun around, staring into the face of a tall, square-shouldered woman in a crisp uniform, silver oak leaves on her shoulder boards. She stepped up to the wall between Lark and the captain, her boots polished like mirrors.

“The river was a couple of kilometers wide in the spring, and ran deep, powerful, with currents that could drag a small craft helplessly to its doom—or so the locals have told me. See those pilings?” She pointed to a few concrete posts rising from the muddy surface. “That’s where the bridge was. No bombs dropped here—it was in between these bluffs’ days as a fortress—but all the big cities along its banks went up in fire and smoke, setting off a tremendous earthquake. The levees across the way crumbled like Jericho’s walls, and the river swamped it all, as far as you can see. But over there,” she pointed, “a hundred and seventy kilometers from here, sits our counterpart—Fort Ruston, with twice our numbers, three times our firearms, four times our ammunition. Scary, huh?”

Lark didn’t know what to say. She knew her father was here, protecting the kingdom, but the weight of his sacrifice, the danger constantly facing him, hadn’t struck her until this moment.

“Colonel Vance.” Luke saluted her. Lark hastened to follow his lead, snapping her heels together and her hand to the edge of her hat’s visor.

She returned their salutes. “At ease, Captain. And you are?” The Lieutenant Colonel studied Lark with interest.

“Lark Sutter, from Saltmarsh Reach.”

“She’s got potential,” Luke said with a wink at Lark.

“If she’s been assigned to the Verdancian Elite Recovery Team, I would expect so. General Stark is faring well, I gather.” She held out a hand, and Luke deposited a packet of letters tied with a cord.

“Yes, ma’am. I believe one of those is a personal letter to you from the general.”

She dipped her head in appreciation before returning her attention to Lark. “Sutter, you say? Any relation to First Sergeant Sutter of this base?”

Lark nodded. “He’s my father. Would you know where to find him?” Lark didn’t want to breach protocol, but an ache grew in her heart, and she had to see him. Hope flickered in her eyes as she beseeched the high-ranking officer.

“I believe he’s training recruits on the south parade grounds.” She gave a crisp nod to indicate the direction. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to get these up to the citadel as I’ve a meeting in twenty minutes. General Longstreet runs Marchland like a clock—and God help the cog who makes it late.”

“Thank you, Colonel Vance. I’ll give General Stark your best.”

For the first time, a smile wiggled across her lips. “Please do. Carry on.” Vance spun on the heel of her polished boot and strode away at a swift clip.

Luke turned to Lark. “That was Lieutenant Colonel Miriam Vance, second in command of Marchland Fortress. Impressive, isn’t she?”

“She’s younger than I would have expected,” Lark commented.

Luke nodded. “Two things cause one to race through the ranks—superior excellence and the deaths of higher-ups. I suppose both were at play in her case. Speaking of higher-ups, I’ve one letter Queen Frost ordered me to deliver personally to Lady Cassandra Cade, Warden of the River, and the noble seat of Marchland. I take it you’re heading for an overdue reunion?”

“Yes.” Bristling with nerves, Lark sucked air through her teeth, its whistle bringing a smile to Luke’s face.

“Go on, then. And don’t be scared. Believe me, he’ll be overjoyed to see you. Spend enough time out here on the wall, and even the coach roaches back home’ll give you the warm fuzzies—and you’re a sight better than one of those.”

His light-hearted quips set Lark at ease, and she smiled in return. “Thanks. See you at sixteen hundred.”

Lark followed the street and walkways south, soaking in all the sights and sounds of the fortress, until she spotted a large grassy rectangle occupied by a platoon of young men and women, instructed by a sharp fellow in his late forties, sleeves rolled to his elbows, resonant voice booming.

First Sergeant Roy Sutter stalked the line of raw recruits, his voice cracking like a whip. The training yard rang with barked orders and the shuffle of boots on hard ground. “Left, right, left! You’re not in your gramma’s kitchen—this is Verdancia’s shield!” He halted, glaring at a crooked file. “I’ve seen mule teams straighter than you sorry lot. Tighten it up before I tie you together myself!”

“Yes, sir, Drill Sergeant!” they shouted in unison.

“Halt! Present arms.”

The line shuffled clumsily into order. One recruit fumbled with his crossbow strap. Another started to present his rifle upside down, correcting his mistake at the last second.

“You call that ready? Grip those weapons like the Iron Army’s breathing down your neck—fast, smooth, silent! If a raider came at you right now, you’d be meat on a spike!”

Lark watched her father prowl the length of the formation, eyes sharp, boots grinding grit. “Marchland is stone and steel. Be stone or be trampled!”

The recruits snapped to attention under his glare, breath coming hard, faces streaked with sweat and fear. Lark stood at the back of the field, pride for her dad blazing in her eyes. As if on cue, he locked gazes with her. Recognition, surprise, and joy flickered over his weathered face.

Clearing his throat, Roy ordered, “Give me five laps around the yard, double-time, then take ten. We’ll meet at the range for target practice. Hustle, hustle!”

The recruits groaned but stepped out into a fast jog. Roy started toward Lark. She ran to meet him, throwing her arms around his neck. He swept her off her feet and twirled her around like he had when she was a child. Setting her down, he kissed her cheeks.

“What are you doing here? What’s with the uniform? Your hair!” he exclaimed, wide-eyed.

“There’s a lot to tell,” she said, breathless with excitement. “I’m in the army now too. Gramma sends her love.”

“Ah, sunbeam.” Tears welled in his storm-gray eyes as his firm hands lingered on her arms. “How long are you here for?”

“I don’t know,” she answered. A prick of sadness stung her heart to think about leaving. But she knew he was safe and well and making a difference. Gone were any feelings of abandonment, any blame toward the queen for tearing him from her arms. Looking at her father now, she beheld a great man, a hero, a guardian of the kingdom.

“Then let’s make the most of what time we have.” With a smile, he wrapped a powerful arm around her shoulders as they made their way from the parade grounds, sweaty recruits huffing out breaths as they obediently ran their laps.


Chapter thirty
Tea and Temptation


Lady Cassandra Cade set aside reports and forecasts, crossing the cool marble floors of her sitting room to gaze through the open, lofty window of the historic mansion she called home. Portraits of ancestors lined the oak-paneled walls, their gazes heavy with expectation—a legacy she must uphold. Did they approve of her decisions? At least she hadn’t disgraced the family name yet.

The classic manor on the bluff afforded her a stunning view of the estate grounds and the river beyond. A compact steamboat pushed a barge toward port, its smoke so thick she could almost smell it.

Cassandra caught a glimpse of her reflection in the glass—smooth peachy skin pulled over sharp cheekbones, long auburn strands wound into a stylish updo, and piercing green eyes, missing nothing. Even in casual clothes, she remained stunning. Not as beautiful as Mom was, she concluded.

Daddy expected my husband would hold his seat of power and influence, but that plan fell to dust. Neil had held the title Lord of Marchland for less than a month. They’d barely finished burying her father when her husband followed him to the grave—yellow fever. At only twenty-five and childless, her advisors had urged another marriage. Now, at thirty, she remained without a husband or heirs.

“Your tea, my lady.” Elsie’s timid voice rousted Cassandra from her thoughts.

Pivoting, she inspected the tiny young woman, her dirty apron and dull gray scarf hiding unwashed hair. The teenage maid set a gleaming silver tray with a china cup, saucer, and teapot on the cherry table beside Cassandra’s usual chair.

“Will that be all, my lady?” Hollow eyes searched hers.

Cassandra had felt sorry for the girl who suffered ill health, but she couldn’t allow her to sully the Cade reputation. “Go to the basement closet and select a more fitting wardrobe for yourself. Then bathe, scrubbing thoroughly. Henceforth, you shall dine in my kitchen with the cook and eat what she prepares for me. If we cannot get you healthy and presentable, I’ll have to place you elsewhere. This is a good post for you, and I’d hate to see you laboring in a field somewhere.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The twig of a girl rushed out, hopefully to obey.

Taking her seat, Cassandra poured her tea, wishing for sugar. She dribbled honey instead. They hadn’t had granular sugar since … Shaking her head, she picked up the worn paperback, leaves yellowed with age, and found her dog-eared page. Gone with the Wind was her favorite comfort read, always inspired by Scarlett’s resolve and clever plans.

Cassandra made a ritual of afternoon tea—usually a moment of solitary relaxation, though sometimes shared with company. Her cousin Suzanne was on friendly terms, and half a dozen prominent Marchland women fawned over invitations to tea. It was as though teatime was the only civilized activity remaining to enjoy.

A timid knock at the door. Cassandra scowled, huffed, and laid down her treasured book. Before giving a reply, she raised the cup to her rosy lips for another languid sip, inhaling the fruity fragrance. The knock sounded again.

“Lady Cade, a Captain Moreau is here from Nelanta with a letter from Queen Frost.”

Cassandra stiffened, setting her cup aside. She and Frost were neither allies nor enemies, their tenuous relationship dangling in between. Many thought she’d fall into lockstep with the queen since they were both women of power with no husbands or fathers to guide them. But while Azaleen bartered on behalf of all Verdancia, Marchland remained Cassandra’s primary concern.

“Show him in.”

Benjamin Hollis entered with the quiet assurance of a man who had walked these halls longer than she had been alive. His silver hair, combed neatly back, and the careful precision of his movements spoke of a lifetime spent keeping order. Ledger books, staff rosters, menus, and supply inventories all lived in his head, yet he still carried a small leather-bound notebook at his side. To Cassandra, he had always been there—her father’s steward before hers, the steady hand who made sure her household ran as smoothly as the clocks he wound each week.

He bowed. “I beg your pardon for interrupting tea. Captain Moreau.” Steward Hollis bowed again, lingering as a tall, rugged officer strode in and kneeled before her chair.

“Lady Cade,” he addressed with a roguish smile. “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.”

She extended a ringed hand, nails polished, and assessed him. Moreau took her hand gently, kissing its back as was customary. His musky scent was not unpleasant.

“Yes, well, you’re interrupting my tea,” she answered impatiently. The captain leaned back and handed her a sealed envelope.

“My apologies.” He rose to stand, displaying an impressively athletic build. Cassandra banished the thought. Wasn’t she constantly surrounded by muscular soldiers? She’d never see this fellow again anyway.

Before she could compose a response, he asked, “Would you like me to stay in the lobby and wait to carry a reply to Queen Frost?”

Supposing it would be most efficient, she answered, “Yes, thank you. That would be satisfactory. Mr. Hollis, please show Captain Moreau where to wait, and serve him a refreshment.”

“Yes, my lady.” With a click of his heels and a slight bow, the formally dressed steward showed their guest out.

Cassandra tapped the envelope on her palm as she walked across the room to an antique roll-top desk. She sat down and opened the letter, laying it beside a recent correspondence from Lord Calder of Stonevale.

Dear Lady Cade, I hope you are in excellent health and spirits. I have sent two truckloads of newly acquired supplies to Marchland Fortress, including malaria pills and medical supplies. I was distressed to learn my earlier shipment was destroyed by raiders. The capital intended to have these necessities for you sooner. The cross-country highway is becoming increasingly dangerous. May I suggest Marchland send out regular patrols as far as the Mulberry and Oakmulgee Forests, and I will do the same from Nelanta westward. We can afford no more lost shipments.

I regret burdening you with the most urgent news, but I must. General Stark has received intelligence that the Iron Army is making invasion plans. We don’t know when the attack will come, but, as our first and best line of defense, it is imperative that Marchland be ready. I suggest calling up your militia for preparatory drills—not to join the ranks full-time, but so they will know what to do when the time comes. I’ve sent this same report to General Longstreet.

Although the timing may be poor, I also wish to invite you and your attendants to join us in Nelanta for the Kingdom Day Festival in a few weeks. Lord Calder and Lord Whitfield have also been invited. It would be nice to enjoy a day of merriment amid the stressful times we must endure.

Faithfully yours,

Azaleen Frost

P.S. Lord Whitfield has promised our army five thousand additional troops. General Stark and I are calculating where they are most needed. Because of your strong position atop the bluffs, and because you command the largest force in Verdancia, we will probably station them elsewhere.

“Well, well,” she sighed, and glanced back over Calder’s missive. It was several pages long: the first filled with flattery, the second alluding to Queen Frost’s shortcomings, and the third proposing an alliance between House Calder and House Cade. She’d yet to reply.

A flicker of ambition rippled over her emerald eyes, a self-important smile tugging at her lips. So, I am an important player after all. Support Calder, and Frost might lose her crown. Support Frost, and Calder remains a minority voice. I could ask any price and get it.

A cheerful shout arose from outside her window. Curious, Cassandra rushed to peer out. A troop of soldiers who’d been marching by abandoned their formation, some throwing their hats in the air. “Beer!” sounded the cry. “Hail to the queen!” chanted others.

Cassandra’s mind tallied the score. Frost sends my fortress supplies and my troops beer. What has Calder delivered? I should attend the function, observe them both, and determine which would best promote and protect my family’s legacy in Marchland.

Returning to her desk, Cassandra dug into a back drawer and removed a tiny wooden box. From within, she retrieved a pigeon tube, emptied the rolled paper.

Irons is coming. He has no mercy. But if you surrender Marchland upon our arrival, I can ensure your safety and that of your citizens. This benefits us both.—Crane
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Lark burst awake in the middle of the night, panting and sweating. Wide-eyed, she glanced around the women’s barracks. Everyone else slept soundly, soft snores echoing through the room. Her heart raced, and she pressed a hand to it, hoping to slow the stampede.

The day spent with her dad had been magical, as if no time had passed in his absence. He gave her charge of his archers to teach them to hit their targets. Then they’d gone for a walk, reminisced about her and Leif’s childhood, treasured moments with their mother before she was gone. Lark told him about her work with VERT, and he expressed pride in her decision to follow in his footsteps. Luke excused her from the group to have dinner with her dad, and then he’d shown her the docks, the moonlight reflecting off the river while its steady gurgle passed by, a reminder that some things endure the tests of time.

So where did this terrifying dream come from? True, she no longer believed Queen Frost was a heartless ogre who enjoyed torturing her subjects, but to dream of her naked, standing under a waterfall, the clear liquid cascading over her sumptuous body? Ridiculous. Then Lark was in the scene, lying on a towel on the bank beside the mythical falls—nude, of course—while the queen massaged her back with fragrant oils and tender kisses. The most disturbing part was how real it felt—Frost’s fingers kneading her muscles, the scent of lavender and almond oil, the taste of strawberry lips.

Fantasy! It was pure fantasy. Lark was certain Queen Frost hadn’t given her a second thought, and why would she? She was the queen, for ruin’s sake, and Lark was just a swamp rat with a bow who could do flips.

Her breathing steady once more, Lark peered around the dark room of snoozing women. Why didn’t she dream about one of them, or Skye, even? How could her subconscious mind betray her with visions of something that would never be?

She lay back on her pillow, trying to banish the dream. Two days, one maybe, and we’ll be back in Nelanta. I wonder what Queen Frost will want us to do next? Damn it. Don’t think about her. The more Lark willed herself not to think of the beautiful, azure-eyed, platinum blonde woman with more curves than Mother River, and, no doubt, a soft side she never showed in public, the more she couldn’t stop.


Chapter thirty-one
Chains of Loyalty


Dominion, the Red River Republic, the first day of summer

General Maddox Crane scratched an itch on his arm, struggling to maintain his focus in the meeting President Irons had called. The inner circle was all present to listen to Luther pontificate, expecting lockstep agreement with every word. He kept his thoughts to himself. If he was going to protect his country from the myriad of dangers pressing in from every side, he had to remain in his post. A few more years and someone else will be president, he reminded himself.

“Purification, plain and simple,” Irons droned on. “I’ll tell you, one thing the Oligarchy has going for them is successfully brainwashing the public. That’s why we need to lean more into religion, convince them serving the state is no different from serving God, isn’t that right, Reverend Quell?”

“The scriptures do instruct us to obey our leaders,” the finely dressed, middle-aged revival preacher replied in his compelling, charismatic tone.

Maddox tugged at his collar. The official chamber was stuffy, even with the rotating fan. The windowless, steel-plated walls pressed in on him like a giant tomb, the founders’ portraits inspecting him, finding him wanting. Electric lights gleamed overhead, brighter and colder than the sun.

Dalia Ren opened the door, poked her head in. “Mr. President, he’s here.”

He’d wondered why Dalia hadn’t been at the table from the start. At least she gave him someone interesting to look at while enduring Irons’ political scheming.

“Excellent!” A rare, broad smile and twinkle of interest glowed on Luther’s face. He lifted his chin, squared his shoulders, and glanced at himself in a mirror. He gently adjusted a stray strand of strawberry-blond hair, brushed down his bushy sideburns. Returning his gaze to the Economic Advisor and Resource Director, he said, “Show him in.”

Dalia nodded and ushered in a man Maddox noticed for all the wrong reasons. His narrow frame looked stretched like a scarecrow that someone had forgotten to stuff properly. A long, beak-like nose dominated his tan, leathery face, while deep-set eyes took in the room with a calculating measure. He wore his dark hair—what remained of it—slicked back, drawing attention to his receding hairline.

“Mr. President, cabinet members, this is Mr. Franklin Pickett, former Procurement Secretary of Verdancia,” Dalia announced.

Irons stood, the table following. He extended a hand, motioning to an empty seat. “Mr. Pickett, so glad to meet you at last. I see Verdancia still has one bright bulb,” he said with a laugh, “or used to. Come. Join us. Dalia, introduce everyone to Mr. Pickett.” The council retook their seats.

Pickett fidgeted as he settled into his chair, eyes darting from face to face. He was clean, smelling of brisk aftershave, dressed in Dominion fashion, a narrow gold watch chain draping from his breast pocket to a button. Clearly, he hadn’t just arrived in town.

Dalia called each advisory board member’s name in turn: Colonel Bram Vexler, Dr. Rourke Venz, Ms. Beatrice Graves, Reverend Abram Quell, and General Maddox Crane.

“One of my spies discovered Secretary Pickett drowning his sorrows in a wayside tavern in Falcon’s Point along the eastern bank of the Great River,” Vexler expounded with a crocodile smile. “Fortunately for all parties, he was ready to make a deal.”

“What is it you wish in exchange for the information you offer?” Beatrice stared at him, pinched-faced. Maddox wondered if having her hair pulled back so tightly caused her physical pain, adding to her disagreeable manner. Her steel-gray suit, stiff as an industrial smokestack, seemed to belong to this chamber. He shifted uneasily, hoping he wouldn’t be called upon to perform an execution.

“As Samuel Clemens—the spy’s codename, I presume—and I discussed, all I request is safe passage to Colorado. I hear there’s free land along the Arkansas River near the Pueblo Reservoir. They say the water’s clean, and the Confederacy pays little attention to their eastern-most member. I tire of rulers constantly telling me what to do.” Pickett shrugged. “If you deem my intel worth a small reward, I wouldn’t object. Mainly, I just want to live free—something folks can do out west.”

Maddox had heard similar tales yet couldn’t vouch for their validity.

Irons sat back, studying the man, who by any definition would be called a traitor. As a rule, Maddox detested traitors, even when their information proved beneficial. However, he could see Pickett’s angle. Who wouldn’t wish to retire on a lake in Colorado with practically no government taxing you or imposing laws you disagreed with? And if he’d caught a whiff on the breeze that war was coming, and his side would probably lose, making a deal with the superior force would be in his best interest. Still … traitor. It reeked of rotten fish.

Irons nodded. “And here I thought you’d demand chests of gold.”

Pickett’s keen eyes returned the president’s gaze. “That would be quite foolish for a man in my position. But I see you’re a businessman at heart, who realizes torturing me instead would be a waste of time and effort. By setting a reasonable price for what I’m selling, I ensure you’ll grant it. We both get something we want, and you’ll have eyes and ears in the west, should Pacifica ever land in your sights.”

Irons grinned. A thumping noise rose from below, jerking Maddox’s attention away. He shifted uneasily in his seat. A metallic clang. Another thump. A thundering, wailing cry. Irons’ face scrunched in on itself in annoyance.

“Colonel Vexler, do something about all that racket.” Irons made a shooing motion. “Rats in the basement,” he said to Pickett. “Big ones. Now, I believe you were about to share your inside knowledge regarding the queen’s strengths and weaknesses.”

Maddox narrowed his brows at the black-clad leader of Dominion’s secret police, who nodded his bald head and skittered from the room like a scorpion.

“If you have a tablet, I can write down the figures as I give them to you,” the traitor offered.

“I’ll take dictation,” Beatrice declared, looking down on Pickett with scorn. “That way I can ensure a legible script. And be accurate. Remember, loyalty isn’t proven by words alone. You are swearing your loyalty to President Irons, aren’t you?”

“Well, I mean,” Pickett scrambled, nervously twirling his fingers, “I swear to tell you the truth, not to raise arms against my old neighbors.”

“That will be satisfactory,” Maddox answered. He couldn’t bear to listen to Beatrice’s sharp tongue any longer than necessary. “You were in procurement, correct?” Pickett nodded. “Then you can tell us about Verdancia’s resources and supplies.”

“Yes, sir, and about their troop counts and where they’re stationed.”

“Technology?” Dr. Venz inquired. He even raised his gaze from the electronic pad he constantly fiddled with.

“Indeed. Some buildings are still powered by old solar panels, and others have generators or batteries, but Verdancia lacks an electric grid or long-distance communication devices. The country relies on homing pigeons. However, it grows an abundance of corn, and what isn’t eaten by humans or animals is processed into ethanol. Some factories have been refitted to run on the fuel, but most rely on water or steam power. The army and the crown have a scattering of working vehicles, and engineers have finally redesigned a functioning locomotive engine, which would be news—if Verdancia had enough tracks intact to matter. They don’t,” Pickett concluded with a slimy smile.

“Bullet trains,” Venz muttered to himself as he tapped his tablet. “Lost genius.”

“You said you know the troop counts, where they’re stationed?” Irons asked, ignoring the scientist’s eccentricity.

Franklin Pickett proceeded to share detailed military information, down to the number of rounds to fit each firearm. Maddox was surprised at how exposed the southern coast and stretches of Verdancia’s borderlands were. While he dreaded the idea of marching his major force past the radiated red zone ruins of old Memphis, if he did, they could easily avoid Stonevale, take Tupelo, and attack the enemy’s army at Marchland from the east—the easiest approach.

I wonder if Lady Cade has considered my proposal?

While Pickett rattled off numbers and resources, Vexler slunk back to his chair, chewing the end of a matchstick. The thumping and moaning had ceased. Maddox disagreed with Vexler on many points—especially his reliance on torture. Still, the colonel got results.

“Mr. Pickett, I’d like you to join my family for dinner tonight in my dining hall as our honored guest,” Irons invited. “A member of my staff will escort you back to your quarters or take you on a tour of our capital. I’m certain you’ll be impressed. Shall we say seven o’clock?”

“Thank you, Mr. President.” Picket stood, bowing toward Irons. “If you have more questions, I’ve no doubt I can answer them for you.”

“Excellent.” Irons cocked his head. “We’ll schedule another session for later this week. I can’t wait to introduce you to my lovely wife and strapping sons this evening.”

When he had gone, Irons glanced around the table. “Well, what do you think?”

“I have questions about Verdancian society, the state of the church there,” Quell said. “I know the Old Religion is still practiced, but are they doing it correctly?”

“I’m more interested in how they run an economy without rationing,” Dalia added. “He started sharing about their transportation and agriculture a bit before you dragged him into military talk.” She shot Maddox a mockingly accusing look. He lifted his palms, returning her gaze with innocent charm.

“All that matters is that we devise a strategy to defeat them swiftly, expending as few lives and resources as possible.” Irons frowned, pointing a finger in an arc at them. “You mark my words. The Oligarchy has something up its sleeve. I trust them even less than Queen Frost. If we weren’t in such desperate need of food, I’d be inclined to go after them first. Unfortunately, even a mountain full of computer cores won’t replenish our dwindling rations.”

“Mr. President, if I might change the subject.”

All eyes turned to Vexler, who sat on Irons’ left. Luther quirked a questioning brow at him. The colonel leaned in, hand cupped to the president’s ear, and whispered for several minutes. Irons nodded, occasionally inserting, “Uh, huh,” and “You don’t say?” The others occupied themselves by checking notes or twiddling their thumbs. Maddox’s thoughts drifted to his son Marcus.

They’d had a good, if brief, visit when he and Colt escorted the munitions supply to Fort Rustin. However, he’d been disturbed by Marcus’ blind faith in Luther Irons. “He should be elected for life,” Marcus had declared, repeating a growing movement among the president’s staunchest supporters.

“But then we wouldn’t have a democracy anymore, son,” he’d argued. “Upholding democracy is the prime directive of the Republic.”

“Standing behind a powerful leader is even more important,” Marcus had countered. Maddox let the topic drop. He didn’t want his visit to be spent talking about his ambitious boss.

“General?” Maddox blinked, returning his attention to the blowhard at the head of the table.

“Yes, sir?”

“It seems we have an uprising on our hands.” Irons assumed a posture of command, shoulders back, chin up, one arm laid across the table. “Colonel Vexler has just informed me what his operative learned from the prisoner downstairs. I need you to take a brigade up to Chickasaw, by Arbuckle Lake, and squelch the rebellion. Put Colt in charge of a company,” he stipulated. “I want to see how he handles command.”

Irons’ insistence on micromanaging military decisions irked Maddox, his displeasure showing on his face. This is how the Germans lost World War II, he thought. Why is it nobody knows their history?

“What’s wrong, Crane?” Irons fixed him with an icy glare. “If you aren’t up to the challenge, I’ll appoint another head general.”

“No, sir, that isn’t it,” he answered as respectfully as possible. “I would just like to hear the intel for myself, send my scouts to assess the situation. We don’t want to pull an entire brigade to put down two dozen rabble-rousers. Likewise, if the entire territory is up in arms, I might require a larger force. Sir, with all due respect, you placed me in charge of making military decisions. Let me do my job.”

“You can do your job, soldier,” he countered haughtily, his voice dripping with threat, “by obeying your commander-in-chief’s orders. Pull half the troops from the Dominion Guard and the other half from Fort Amarillo. Send word for General Garcia to meet you in the field.”

“But Mr. President.” Maddox sat back, his bloodshot hazel eyes bulging. He rubbed his salt and pepper beard, staring at Irons in disbelief. “Those are our least-seasoned soldiers. If we meet with heavy resistance—”

Irons slammed his fist on the table, leaned across it, and snarled, “If you ever question my command again, it will be a court-martial for you. Is that clear, Crane?”

The arrogance of this man! Maddox wished he’d turned down the appointment, retired to a quiet emu ranch on the edge of the city. But no. He thought he was being patriotic, doing the right thing, advising a president with no military experience—one who’d listen to his better judgment. No such luck.

A vein throbbed in his neck, his whole body wound tight as a drawn bow. “Yes, sir, Mr. President. I understand. Please be assured that I’ll keep a close watch on Captain Irons.”

Darts shot from Luther’s beady eyes. “You’d better.”


Chapter thirty-two
Truth in Ashes


Choctaw, The Red River Republic, three days later

Captain Colt Irons rode a brown and white paint horse, leading his company over the rough terrain under a blazing sun. The brim of his hat shaded stormy blue eyes, burning with questions about the mission. The army had taken a train north to the Red River, but the railroad bridge hadn’t been completed. They requisitioned horses, motorcycles, and Jeeps for the officers, and trucks for equipment on the other side. The soldiers marched.

Colt had kissed his wife and daughter goodbye, assuring them he’d return safe and sound. Yet, the closer they got to their destination, the less certain he became. After grueling hours across barren prairie—just cottontails, prairie dogs, and one mangy coyote—hills finally rippled on the horizon, leafy trees rising in the distance. Green meant water—the lake and streams that supplied Chickasaw.

A mule nickered nearby, almost drowned out by the whine of the motorcycles and the rumbling purr of the Jeeps. Dust clogged Colt’s nose, but he could imagine the fresh smells ahead. It was hard for him to fathom the folks here in open rebellion. Sure, the population was mostly comprised of minorities—Natives, Hispanics, and Blacks—and they had proclaimed Chickasaw a haven for persons of mixed race, who, due to the current religious climate, had fallen under persecution. And in conversations around the dinner table, the fact that their politics leaned heavily toward the Unity Coalition and Verdant Font tendencies was not a cause for an armed revolt.

Colt gritted his teeth, keen eyes ahead. He wished he’d heard the report for himself, received some details on what to expect. Had they acquired firearms? Did they kill government officials with offices in town? Had they engaged in acts of terrorism? How many would oppose them? And what actions would General Crane order them to take?

Wheels churned alongside the steady clomp of boots as hills swelled closer, shade trees dotting the roadside.

“Halt!” shouted Crane over the din, his gloved hand shooting into the air. Trucks turned off their engines. Colt shifted in his saddle, focused on the general. He respected Crane, both as a military legend and a man of integrity. A shadow fell over Colt—a formation of ducks flapping overhead, flying north toward the vast lake. He’d read that Chickasaw was a community of fishers, goat herders, and small-scale farmers who exported clay bricks and smoked fish. He’d never heard of them causing trouble.

Crane talked to a slender woman on horseback wearing a scout’s uniform. She galloped ahead, dust billowing from her palomino’s hooves. Then he addressed the army from the back of his Jeep with a megaphone to his mouth. “Ten-minute rest break. Do what you need to do.” Then he climbed out of the Jeep, walked stiff-legged around to its front. Colt took the hint. He dismounted, stretched his legs, gulped water from his canteen, and looked for the best bush he could find, watching out for sidewinders.

By the end of the ten minutes, the scout cantered back into sight, pulling up beside the general’s Jeep. Colt offered his horse the other half of an apple he’d been munching, then hoisted himself back into the saddle. Crane nodded to the scout, stood tall in the back of his Jeep, and spoke through the megaphone again.

“Five kilometers. Keep sharp and as quiet as you can. When we hit one kilometer, we’ll move to double time. Do not engage until I give the order. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir!”

“I know this will be the first actual fight for many of you, where foes might shoot back. Don’t be afraid. You’ve trained for this. It’s also possible that when they see you, they’ll lay down their weapons and surrender. Remember, these are your fellow countrymen. We will treat them with dignity and respect so long as they remain peaceful. Understood?”

“Yes, sir!”

Waving his hand forward, Crane shouted, “Move out!”

Engines rattled, wheels rumbled, and footsteps boomed. Colt glanced at the two hundred soldiers in their ranks behind him, the ones he commanded. The weight of authority pressed against his chest as he waved them forward. Drums pounded a cadence in the rear, keeping marchers in step.

Plagued by uncertainty, Colt led his troops with a confident posture. He couldn’t be Luther Irons’ son without learning something about leadership. Always project strength, his dad had taught him, even if you’re about to crap your pants. Your followers must believe in you before they can believe in themselves.

As the army advanced on the town, more trees, green grass, and grazing livestock came into view. The aroma of baking bread wafted on the breeze from a flat-roofed adobe house on the left side of the road. A Black man in patchwork clothes and a broad-brimmed hat rushed his wife and children inside, their eyes wide with fright. All wore colorful scarves, their hair in tight braids.

Tromp, tromp, tromp—the steady pound of boots behind him. Their column wound between high hills thick with timber, a perfect place for an ambush. Nothing but wind rustling the leaves. General Crane’s Jeep led the way across a wide, shallow stream into another grassy meadow. If the map was correct, the town lay beyond the next set of hills along the banks of Lake Arbuckle. Nerves crawled across Colt’s skin like an army of ants, while sweat ran down his back, soaking his shirt. He thought about Chloe’s bright smile, Emily holding the baby in her loving arms. He’d promised he’d come home.

Shots rang out in booming reports. The clank of steel on steel. Frantic shouts and cries echoed through the valley. Colt’s gut clenched so hard it stole his breath, the image of Emily and the baby flashing behind his eyes. Did General Garcia’s battalion arrive first? Did they start the battle without us? he wondered. Blood pounded in his ears, adrenaline rushing through his veins.

“Double-time!” Crane yelled, his Jeep zipping forward.

Colt clicked to his mount, hastening to a trot as images of battle filled his mind. Who started it? How many guns do they have? What will meet us around that bend?

At the same time in Dominion

Luther Irons strutted to the podium on a platform lowered onto the outer wall of his keep. A massive crowd had gathered in the square below, lining the streets and balconies. From here, Luther took in all of Dominion within the Iron Ring of the city walls—factories, businesses, houses, and more, dark smoke billowing from stacks, palo verde and mesquite trees guarding the few green areas, distribution centers, and Unity Stadium. Flags and patriotic banners flapped over the people’s heads as they eagerly awaited the president speech.

Irons raised his hands, every ginger hair in place. The assembly roared. He basked in their adoration for a beat longer than he should have—God, it felt good. The people loved him, worshiped him. He had them wrapped around his little finger. After a deep, self-indulging breath, Luther waved them down. Silence.

“I have just learned that our brave men and women in uniform are battling for their lives in the northern province.” Gasps erupted. Women clutched their chests, men wrapping protective arms around them. The children must still be in school. He hadn’t thought of that. Note to self: suspend school during speeches.

“Only a few days ago, our intelligence reports revealed a rebel group operating out of Chickasaw was planning to commit terrorist acts against the government and lawful citizens of this great Republic. These traitors have perverted the peaceful tenets of the Unity and Green Parties to which they once belonged, calling themselves ‘Seeds of Change.’ In fact, they are dangerous anarchists, hellbent on destroying our way of life.”

Murmurs rippled through the thousands—maybe tens of thousands. Luther spoke into a microphone, while amplifiers blasted his voice in all corners of the capital. Even those who hadn’t come in person would hear him.

“You might have seen soldiers boarding the northbound train a couple of days ago,” he continued. “Now I can reveal to you where they were going and why. I have dispatched troops from Fort Resolute and Fort Amarillo to quell this treacherous rebellion before it escalates out of control. Keeping the good citizens of the Red River Republic safe from foes, foreign and domestic, is my primary job, and I’ll see it done, come hell or high water!”

Relief swept the people; cheers erupted, flags waving. “Our brave soldiers will defend us—mark my words.” He pointed as if at every individual in the throng. “General Crane and even my own beloved Colt are leading the charge. They will be victorious!”

As the cheers grew, Luther’s ego swelled. It wasn’t enough that they saw him as their leader; he also needed to be their savior. “These insurrectionists will be punished to the fullest extent, and their Seeds of Change terrorist group erased. Democracy must prevail!”

Luther held his head high as he left the platform through an opening in the keep’s wall to the sound of thunderous applause. He smiled at his wife, Amaretta, and son, Jace, who waited off stage. “Impressive speech, Dad,” Jace praised with an admiring smile. But Luther’s attention was focused on Amaretta.

He gripped her upper arm and brushed a kiss to her cheek. “What did you think?”

She stood rigid, beauty marred by suspicion. “Did those people really start an uprising? How many citizens did they kill?”

“You don’t need to worry about unpleasant details like that, sugar,” he placated, turning her to walk with him back inside. “It’s taken care of. Don’t I always take care of everything?”

“But you sent Colt into harm’s way.” Her lips pouted. She reached for Jace with her free hand. He took it.

Luther suppressed a grin, employing a dismissive tone. “Oh, he’ll be fine. You’ll see.”

“Our factory has finished outfitting machinery to produce shells for those twentieth-century bazookas you recovered from a vault at Old Fort Hood,” Jace declared eagerly. “Those will give us a huge advantage against Verdancia.”

Luther didn’t respond. Instead, he squeezed Amaretta ’s arm tighter and whispered, “Tread carefully, dear.”

At the same time in Chickasaw

Maddox jolted in the passenger seat as his Jeep barreled over a hill and around a curve. “Stop!” he shouted to the driver as the scene came into view. He needed to know what he was charging into before he could direct his troops. But the sight before him defied comprehension. General Garcia had arrived first and committed his troops to action. Smoke obscured half the town. Gunshots continued to ring out over screams and church bells clanging in rapid alarm. Iron Army uniforms were everywhere—pulling people out of houses, chasing them as they fled in terror.

He blinked, stood, and leaned over the windshield, raising binoculars to his eyes. The plainclothes residents carried no weapons—only signs and banners. “We’re Republicans Too,” read one. “Equal Taxes, Equal Rights,” printed on another.

Behind him, horses and vehicles rumbled to a halt. Boots stopped marching.

“General, what are your orders?” asked a major in charge of a company of riflemen.

Bile rose in Maddox’s throat, sickness threatening to floor him. He let fury stamp it down. Did Irons know? Did he purposefully send the army to murder peaceful protestors? Or had Vexler deceived him? This was an outrage, a crime against humanity. He couldn’t be part of it, but could he stop it, or was it already too late?

“Get me to General Garcia,” he snapped. “Major, hold the battalion here.” Before him, white soldiers wearing his uniform stabbed fleeing brown townspeople in the back with their bayonets while gunfire continued to pop.

His Jeep roared through the mayhem, a bullet whizzing close to Maddox’s head. He cursed under his breath. Chaos reigned as men, women, children, and elders fled the slaughter. It’s Sand Creek all over again, he fumed. A dead child clutched a doll. Beside her lay her mother, a calico smock splattered with blood, moccasins on her feet. The beadwork was artistry. A cloth sign affixed to a stick lay crumpled in the mud: “Our Lives Matter.” Guilt layered over Maddox’s rage.

His Jeep jerked to a stop on the hill where General Garcia commanded his forces. “Recall your soldiers this instant!” Crane bellowed as he jumped from his vehicle, tramping toward Fort Amarillo’s commandant.

Garcia twisted his head toward him, insult and offence filling his clean-shaven face. “I beg your pardon?” he growled.

“Stop this massacre at once, General, or I’ll bust you down to latrine corporal,” Maddox ordered, fists and jaw clenched. “I’m the commander-in-chief of the Iron Army, and you will obey this instant.”

“President Irons is the commander-in-chief of you, and he ordered me to bring a battalion and destroy all vestiges of rebellion.”

“I think you’ve already done that.” Maddox shifted his right hand to the holster on his belt. “Recall your soldiers—now.” If glares could draw blood, Garcia would already be dead.

The other general pursed his lips and shook his head. Then he nodded to the sergeant standing as his aide. The man picked up a green flag and waved it vigorously. A bugler took a deep breath and blasted out the tune for recall.

The shooting stopped. Soldiers jogged from the carnage, leaving wailing wounded, tearful survivors, and hundreds of dead on the banks of the lake—its placid blue waters undisturbed. A flock of ducks landed, wings flapping, then folding in. For a moment, Maddox imagined it hadn’t been real, that nobody had died, that all had been resolved. Then the smell hit him—coppery blood, gunpowder smoke. Rot. Guilt. The taste of iron coated his tongue, and, for an instant, he thought he might vomit.

“Look, General Crane,” Garcia rounded on him. “I don’t question my orders. I’m stuck out on the edge of civilization, safeguarding the rest of you from God knows what that spills over from the Burnt Wastes—dust storms, hostile nomads, thieves constantly sneaking into town, rustling cattle, murdering our prostitutes. When President Irons says, ‘Go quash a rebellion,’ I’m eager to obey.”

Maddox threw a hand toward the ruined town. “What rebellion? Did they have weapons? Did they open fire on you? For God’s sake, Garcia—these folks were unarmed. They were just holding a peaceful protest. The president got faulty intel. We’re the only danger present here.”

Garcia shifted his gaze to the mourning and sobbing, the dead and dying between mud-brick houses and garden patches, fishing huts and churches, filling the market square. Broken pottery, burning roofs, blood, and despair. “We heard chanting, saw them holding poles—could have been pikes or spears. Who knows what they’ve stockpiled in their warehouses? Sergeant Blanchard, take a squad and search the town for contraband.”

“Yes, sir.” Blanchard waved at some soldiers and jogged away.

“And if you don’t find anything?” Maddox glared at the other general.

Garcia lifted his chin. “I won’t apologize for obeying my president’s command.”

Maddox nearly swung to punch Garcia senseless. This travesty couldn’t be undone, and how would they explain it to the people of the Republic? The dead would become martyrs to everyone who opposed the Dominion Party, the massacre a bloody stain on Irons’ presidency. Unless … Was this what he wanted? Did he do this on purpose?

His Jeep took him back to his battalion. Maddox lumbered out, striding before his waiting troops. “Stand down,” he called through the megaphone. “The battle is over. Now, help these people. Put out fires, attend to the wounded, be respectful of the dead. Mistakes were made here today, but you are not to blame. Let’s do what we can to assist them now.”

Unwilling to let his men see anything but control, Maddox wandered away to a stand of trees on a hill surveying the lake. He couldn’t look at the carnage. Here, beauty reigned—pure, untouched in a generation. Maddox wasn’t a religious man, but he recalled his upbringing in the church, how the Old Religion used to teach love and forgiveness. In a rare moment, he bowed his head and prayed.

After a few minutes, footsteps behind him alerted Maddox to another’s presence. He lifted his gaze, turned around. Before him stood Colt Irons, wearing the same haunted expression. His blue eyes were dull but resolute, his posture sagging with dismay.

They locked gazes in silence, each weighing the thoughts and intentions of the other. Maddox broke contact first, shaking his head. “Words can’t describe how hollow I feel.”

“It isn’t your fault,” Colt asserted. “We both know who caused this. The question is, how much longer do we let him?”


Chapter thirty-three
Shadows on Stone


Nelanta, Kingdom Day, two weeks later

The warm sunlight poured over Stone Mountain’s granite face, its sheer rise catching green and gold banners that rippled in the breeze. Azaleen sat at the head table, draped with a snowy linen cloth, beneath a grand tent marked with Verdancia’s tree of life sigil. Vases of fresh flowers, pitchers of cider, sweet tea, and carafes of wine greeted her esteemed guests, as did the rich aromas of roasting pork, hickory, and spice. Before them stretched a vast green field—Stone Mountain Park—strewn with picnic tables, blankets, folding chairs, and merrymakers too numerous to count. Children darted between clusters, laughter carried on the wind, vendors hawked roasted nuts and candied fruit, and games sprang up in empty spaces.

Music filled the air—fiddles and hand drums in a lively reel that set feet tapping and, for a moment, whisked every care from Azaleen’s heart. Timber pavilions, stables, restrooms, and a commemorative hall bordered the treelines that flanked the field, dancing with bright banners and fresh garlands. Smiling families lined up at serving tables laden with food: platters of smoked chicken, brisket, roasted vegetables, cornbread, and pots of beans.

Behind, a reflecting pool shimmered beneath the sheer rise of granite rock, where immense, horse-mounted figures of long-dead leaders loomed over the festival field. Azaleen opposed the principles upon which they had been erected—slavery and oppression—yet she couldn’t deny the resilience of the artwork. The largest such carving in the world, the relief and the prehistoric rock itself, had endured war, shifting politics, and the slow weathering of time. Would anything she built last so long?

“This is great BBQ, Mom.” Caelen beamed up at her, sauce smeared across his mouth and fingers. On his other side, Eldrin looked every bit a prince in his stately, military-style shirt, long trousers, and absence of errant sauce. Lady Orielle’s wheelchair occupied the spot to Azaleen’s right, her mother seeming to enjoy the fresh air. She had confused the occasion for a long-ago festival, but nobody seemed to notice. Azaleen gave her staff the day off to celebrate with their families; it was only right to do so.

“It is indeed delicious,” she replied to Caelen, matching his bright smile.

“You pulled out all the stops,” commented Lady Evelyn Whitfield from down the table. She looked regal in her summer green dress, gold ribbons woven into her silvery updo.

“I have Sabine to thank,” Azaleen answered modestly. “She pulled everything together—and stayed on budget. I’m so glad you could come, and the new grandbaby?” She peered around to admire the tot cradled in his mother’s arms.

“Rowan Junior.” Evelyn glowed with pride. “The future of Clearwater.”

“He is adorable,” remarked Lady Marenne Calder, the old lord’s granddaughter. Azaleen studied the young woman, a few years older than Eldrin. She was sweet, innocent, attractive, and old enough to marry. She thanked her lucky stars that Marenne and Eldrin were first cousins, eliminating him from her prospect pool.

Her father, General Roderic Calder, Aren’s older brother, nodded. “A fine heir to carry on the legacy.” The Calders occupied a row of seats across from the Frosts and Whitfields, leaving two seats for Lady Cade’s party—if they ever arrived. Azaleen’s relationship with Roderic was frosty at best. Despite all the facts to the contrary, he continued to blame her for Aren’s death. She should have done more to save him. Then there was the fact that she and her father had agreed to bestow the Frost name on her sons—not Calder.

Regardless of Roderic’s sentiments, it was Lord Thorne Calder who called the shots. Robust for his seventies, he had claimed the chair directly across from Azaleen—and not by accident. Thorne Calder never sneezed without first calculating the benefits. His hair was white, his face lined, but a keen fire blazed in his russet eyes.

“A legacy is everything,” Thorne declared, his glance flicking to Eldrin and Caelen before he sipped his wine as though to seal a toast.

“Was June unable to make the trip?” Azaleen asked, directing her question to Roderic.

While he chewed a bite of food, he tossed an assessing glance at her. Marenne cheerfully replied in his stead. “Mama had to stay home with my brothers and sister because Jacob has an awful cold. She didn’t want him running around playing with the other children, making it worse.”

“Aw,” Caelen exhaled in disappointment, his shoulders slumping. He stabbed at a morsel of sweet potato. “I was hoping they were just late. I wanted Jacob to do the three-legged race with me. Eldrin’s too tall.”

“And I’m too old for kids’ races,” Eldrin quipped. “Uncle Roderic, tell me what it’s like commanding the Stonevale Citadel. Do you ever see action?”

While Eldrin listened with interest, Azaleen replied to Marenne, “Please give your mother our best, and I hope Jacob gets well soon.”

The music across the field had changed. Now, Spirit, a popular drum and bugle corps, played its rendition of a traditional song, melodies soaring over an energizing beat. Azaleen felt the vibrations down to her bones. That’s when Lady Cassandra Cade strode over, sporting a flowing teal and white garment, accented with shoulder pads and a low V-cut neckline. Her lush auburn tresses and fashion sense were as unmistakable as the jewels dangling from her ears, neck, and wrist. But she wasn’t alone. The companion on her arm was the sort who raised eyebrows and sparked whispers.

“My apologies for being late,” Cassandra offered as she and her plus-one took the empty seats.

Azaleen blinked, thinking, If Lady Cassandra can have a female date, why can’t I? Rather than admit such a notion aloud, she answered, “Think nothing of it. You’re just in time, and I’m so glad you could come.”

“May I introduce my cousin Suzanne?”

All eyes were already on the attractive, dusky-skinned brunette, her long lashes batting bashfully while dimples dug into her heart-shaped face.

“Hi, Suzanne!” Caelen bounded in his chair, a half-eaten slice of cornbread in his hand. “I’m Caelen, and I don’t think we’ve met.”

“Excuse my little brother,” Eldrin rushed to say in the deepest voice he could muster without squeaking. “I’m Eldrin, and we’re so glad you could accompany Lady Cassandra to our Kingdom Day Festival. After you’ve eaten, I’ll be happy to show you around.”

“That would be lovely,” Suzanne answered. She flashed a humorous grin at Cassandra.

So, she isn’t a girlfriend—merely a cousin.

Azaleen’s gaze drifted beyond the tent, snagging on a picnic table where Lark sat with her team. Chicken leg in hand, sauce dripping, she laughed so hard her eyes crinkled. An unexpected urge yanked at Azaleen’s core, and she found herself wishing she was with them instead of this stuffy crowd of nobles. Lark was free to enjoy herself, participate in the games, and eat as much as she wanted without worrying about criticism.

I wonder if she’ll enter the archery contest?

Lark had been at a few meetings and debriefings she’d had with the VERT team over the past couple of weeks, but Azaleen hadn’t talked with her directly. At least she hadn’t declared her hatred for the queen in weeks. Besides, the team had been busy running more missions—one to rescue a family near the Gulf Coast when a sinkhole swallowed their house, and others to chase away mutants or raiders threatening villages. They’d also plundered a research facility that Desmond Shaw had uncovered up in the mountains. Thinking of her served no purpose. So why did it feel so good every time she did?

“Lady Cassandra, have you met my youngest son, Bernard?” Thorne asked. One more Calder male joined Lady Marenne, her father, and grandfather. Not as handsome as Aren had been, nor as politically minded as Roderic, Bernard was a free spirit, an artist and musician, the black sheep of the Calder family, but the best of the bunch in Azaleen’s estimation.

He smiled and waved to Cassandra from down the table. “So pleased to meet you at last. Hey, the Irish step dancers are performing in a little while. Want to come with me to watch them?”

Cassandra had to snap her attention back to the Calders. “Uh, sure, if Suzanne can come too.” Following the direction Cassandra’s gaze had come from, Azaleen spotted Captain Moreau strolling by with a fresh plate piled high. Out of uniform, in his tight cotton pullover, every muscle bulged.

“Certainly!” Bernard smiled brightly and resumed eating.

“The tug of war is about to begin!” boomed the announcer. “Civilians vs. military.”

“Farmers and shopkeepers don’t equal soldiers,” Roderic muttered.

“Mama, I’m done eating,” Caelen announced. “May I go join in the games now?”

“Yes, dear, but don’t make yourself sick trying to do too much on a full stomach.”

“I won’t!” Hopping up, Caelen wiped a napkin across his mouth and cleaned at least two fingers before romping off to be a kid.

From down the table, Azaleen picked up on bits and pieces of conversation between Calders and Whitfields. “The Frosts might hold the throne, but my house builds armies to defend it.” Roderic.

“Interesting then how House Whitfield has raised five thousand recruits in but a few weeks,” Rowan answered, his head tilted thoughtfully toward Roderic.

Orielle laid a hand on Azaleen’s arm and quietly said, “Your father will straighten them out when he returns. He must be competing in the caber toss.” She scanned the grounds, searching for a man long dead. Azaleen suddenly felt drained. Politics. Posturing. Matchmaking. And now Mama, still waiting for Dad to set it all right.

She cast a wistful glance at Lark, animatedly relaying a story to Skye. Yeah, I want to be at that table.


Chapter thirty-four
Games and Hearts


“You should have seen Wes,” Diego sputtered, laughing so hard he could barely get the words out. “He jumped a meter in the air and screamed like a girl.”

Lark and Luke nearly doubled over. But Skye called Diego out. “Hey! I take offense to that comparison—screamed like a scared little boy, you mean.”

“You’re telling that story all wrong,” Wes declared, his dark cheeks warmed with embarrassment.

Lark had finally gotten to meet Harlan’s family before he took his wife and kids to throw darts at straw dolls pinned to a board. Luke darted back and forth, competing in various contests, while the rest of them lingered at the table, eating, drinking, and trading one-up stories.

The drum and bugle corps launched into a patriotic march, and people around the park began to clap with the beat. A shirtless man sprinted the length of the field, waving a Verdancian flag lashed to a two-meter pole. Lark sipped her cider, contentedly full from roasted ears of corn, brisket, veggies, and cornbread smothered in butter and jam. There were even unfinished portions remaining on her plate, awaiting her second wind.

“Why do you do that?” Skye asked, wrinkling her nose.

“Why do I do what?” Lark leaned on her elbows, wishing the bench had a backrest.

“Mix up all your food like it was hit by a tornado?” Skye pointed at a small mound of mashed potatoes, beans, and brisket.

“It all ends up in the same place,” she reasoned. “Besides, if there’s something on the plate I don’t like, I can stomach it when it’s disguised in everything else.”

Skye shrugged.

“Maybe I’ll try that,” said a boy’s voice behind her.

Lark twisted on her bench to spy the young prince with an abundance of brown curls flopping around an angelic face. She’d been stealing glances toward Queen Frost’s table all morning, and had noticed this one sitting beside her. She’d known the widowed queen had two sons; she just hadn’t pictured her as a mother until today. Watching her with them and her own older mother had shown Lark a different side of Frost. She might have sat among three powerful nobles, but her attention stayed fixed on her family.

“You should,” Lark answered him with a know-it-all grin. “Then you won’t get in trouble for not eating your broccoli.” He giggled. Lark immediately felt a connection with the boy who couldn’t take his eyes off her. “I’m Lark.” She extended a hand, which he heartily shook.

“I’m Caelen—Caelen Frost. My mom’s the queen. My brother will be king someday, so I’m the one who gets to have fun while he practices diplomacy.” He rolled his eyes.

“Well, diplomacy and having fun are both important pursuits.”

Caelen bit his lip, flicking a glance to the top of her head. He rocked on his feet, scrunched his shoulders, and asked, “Can I touch it? Your hair, I mean. I’ve never seen a woman with a cut like that, and it would be weird for me to touch a man’s hair.”

Amused and already charmed by the boy, Lark swung around to face him. “Weird, huh? Who told you it would be weird to touch a man’s hair?” He shrugged, stuffing his hands into his shorts pockets. “Sure, go ahead. I don’t mind.”

The lad stepped closer and reached out, his fingers exploring her sporty style.

“The sides are bristly, but the top’s soft and fluffy,” Caelen marveled. “Maybe I’ll ask Mom if I can get mine cut like this.”

“I don’t know,” Lark said as he reluctantly withdrew his hand. “If I had luscious curls like yours, I’d want to keep them. This is a military cut—sort of. It helps me shoot if I don’t have hair hanging in my face.”

“Yeah, I guess.” His eyes lit again, even brighter. “Mom said you can run up walls and do flips. Can you really?”

Lark’s heart leaped. She thinks about me? She talked about me to her children? Her face glowed as bright as Caelen’s.

“I can.”

Skye, Diego, Luke, and Wes continued their tales without her. The drum corps had stopped, replaced by a woman playing a guitar, warbling out a folk song. A fresh wave of smoked meat and tangy sauce touched her nose, yet all she wanted to do was spend time with Caelen.

“Wow, that’s jacked! Will you show me?” The boy practically burst with excitement. What was Lark to do?

She glanced around, spotted a shed by the treeline—looked to be three meters high. That would do. “I suppose, sure. As long as nobody tells me I can’t.” Hopping from the bench, she pointed at the shed. “How about over there?”

“Yeah,” Caelen said. “I’ll race ya!”

With a laugh, Lark jogged after him, careful to stay one step behind. Caelen slammed on the brakes just before plowing into the shed’s plank wall. Panting for air, he peered up at her. “You let me win. I know because your legs are long and you’re on the elite team. That means you do everything better than the regular soldiers.”

“Not everything,” Lark corrected. “I was saving energy for the wall. Ready?”

“Ready!” Caelen stepped back, giving her room, his gaze glued to her, his hands balled into nervous fists. Rocking from foot to foot, he sucked in a breath.

Lark planted her right foot, gauged the distance, rocked once, twice, then drove forward. Three powerful strides to the wall, then one step, two, three up the side, finishing in a back flip, landing light as a gymnast—knees bent, form perfect.

“Wow, jacked!” He bounded up to her, quick as a rabbit with its tail on fire. “Again! Can you go higher?”

“I can go a step higher if I start farther back, and round off with a twist flip,” Lark answered casually, as if it was no big deal.

“Do it, do it!” As Caelen shouted, several more children gathered around—a couple of parents too. Lark performed the four-step-twisting-flip with only a slight adjustment needed on the landing.

“How’d you learn to do that?” exclaimed a little girl around Caelen’s size.

Lark laughed. “With an old foam mattress and a lot of falls. It’s all speed, momentum, and commitment.”

“Can you teach me?” Caelen asked, bright-eyed and eager.

Lark tousled his hair, her fingers tangling in his curls. “I’d need your mother’s permission. Can’t have her court-martial me already.”

“Archers, get ready for the big contest on the east lawn,” the announcer bellowed into his megaphone.

Caelen hung his head, stuffing his hands back into his pockets. “Are you going to compete? Mom says a bow is your main weapon.”

Wonder forced Lark’s mouth to gape. It was unreal to learn that Queen Frost had so much to say about her.

“I didn’t bring my bow and arrows,” she answered as a warm ball of sunshine spun in her belly. “Look over there. The egg toss is about to begin. That’s something we could do together.”

“Yeah, sweet! Last one to the line is a rotten egg,” he giggled, and jolted off in a head start.
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All around, the festival thrummed with a sense of pride and belonging: a rare day when nobility and common folk shared the same air, the same laughter, under the shadow of the enduring mountain.

Marenne, Bernard, Cassandra, and Suzanne had all wandered off to enjoy the festivities. Darian and Mira Whitfield had taken little Rowan Jr. to a pavilion to care for the baby’s needs in a more private setting, leaving Azaleen and Eldrin with the older nobles. Lady Evelyn—the dear—had shifted seats to converse with Orielle, leaving Lords Rowan and Roderic to posture over whose accomplishments were the most notable. Eldrin and his grandfather discussed classic literature, history, and philosophy. But Azaleen’s interest lay elsewhere.

She’d noticed Caelen strike up a conversation with Lark, touch her hair, and then they’d run off. Azaleen used the excuse of refilling pitchers to leave the table so she could see where they’d gone. Watching Lark run up the wall and flip through the air amazed her as much as the first time she’d witnessed the feat. She loved Caelen with all her heart, but seeing him at the festival with Lark also stirred her envy. He got to enjoy his innocence a little longer, unburdened with life-altering decisions and the future of the kingdom riding on his every word. She had begun grooming Eldrin for kingship, but, for a few years more, Caelen was still her little boy. And though she hardly dared admit it, jealousy flared over one more thing—Caelen got to feel Lark’s hair.


Chapter thirty-five
Critical Relay


Clover Hollow, Appalachia, same day

“Who can reproduce the Core initialization code from memory?” asked Professor Jiro Sakamoto. He stood at the chalkboard in a charcoal suit with a short, high collar, chin lifted, brows arched. He tapped the board with a wooden pointer for emphasis.

Soren’s hand shot into the air first. He was desperate to prove his rank as first in class.

“Mr. Delacroix.” The professor, whose ancestors hailed from somewhere in the Far East, offered Soren a slight bow as he approached the board. Soren bowed in return in the ritual of respect. Teachers were revered almost as much as shepherds, both being dispensers of knowledge. Sakamoto was shorter than Soren, slender, black hair slicked back, his shoes gleaming like spotlights.

Taking the chalk, Soren scratched out the formula, precise down to the last symbol. When he finished, he returned the chalk to the tray and stood at attention facing the class. The moment of truth—ridicule or reward?

Sakamoto paced the front of the classroom, twenty other students watching with interest, waiting to spring forward with a solution if Soren had made an error. The moment was both nerve-racking and exhilarating. Regardless of the outcome, he needed something to distract him from the letter he’d received from Nathan.

No, don’t think about that now, he ordered himself.

“Exemplary, Mr. Delacroix,” the professor praised. “You may return to your seat. Class, why must we memorize the reboot code?”

Soren knew, but he didn’t wish to appear too insufferable. People didn’t like a know-it-all. He waited in his chair while other hands flew up.

“Miss Darby.” Sakamoto gripped the stick behind his back, rocking from heel to toe.

“In case we can’t find the book with the instructions?” The young woman, tawny hair clipped sharp in the prevailing style, bit her lip, her voice tenuous.

“I suppose that’s one scenario,” he replied with a deep frown. “Who recalls what occurred eight years, seven months, and sixteen days ago?”

The class blinked. Students scratched their heads. Enough of this! Soren raised his hand. With a nod from the professor, he answered, “During the Great Whiteout—a storm of unprecedented severity—a critical relay failed in the Core’s primary power generator, triggering a massive blackout. Once the fault was corrected, the Core had to be rebooted with exact precision to preserve data integrity. Anyone who works directly with Core maintenance must know the code by heart. Every second counts.”

Sakamoto nodded, a slight smile curving his thin lips. “Which you know because it was your father who performed the successful reboot. Very good.”

Soren suddenly felt everyone looking at him. Were they judging him? Thinking he had favor because his father sat with the College of Ministers? Or because Adélard played such a vital role in maintaining the power that ruled their entire society? Soren wanted respect for his own achievements, not for his father’s. But when he looked around, he wasn’t met with glares or sneers—only with admiring gazes and congratulatory smiles.

His gut unclenched, relief breaking across his face. “Thank you, sir,” he replied to Sakamoto.

The professor set his pointing stick in the chalk tray and stepped to his lectern. “Take notes, class,” he instructed. “Today’s topic—how to spot faulty lines of code.”

Soren immersed himself in note taking, soaking in every word Sakamoto said. The dean had granted his first choice in career paths—Data Harmonization, which meant the Oracle must have approved. The Oracle is the ultimate logic, he thought. All my data went in, churned, and came out as I had hoped. Well … not really, he admitted. I wanted to be an artist, but that would never have been approved. My aptitude scores were too high. But I’ll still have time to paint.

When the bell rang for class to be over, Soren scooped his text and notebook into a leather satchel and tugged the strap over his shoulder. He noticed the calendar on his way out. It was halfway through Vigilance Month, summer well underway, just over two weeks until his birth month—and the matching ceremony. He hung his head and ducked out, hurrying to advanced calculus.

Shania Darby, who had been lurking in the hallway, fell into step with him, smiling shyly. “Is there anything you don’t know?” She batted long lashes at him.

“I don’t know who the Oracle will pick for me come Progress Month,” he answered honestly.

Her expression brightened. “I’ll turn twenty next month too. Maybe we’ll be matched. At least that way I wouldn’t be stuck with a stranger. I mean, it would make sense. We’re both studying upper-level computer science. Our children would have to turn out brilliant.”

He glanced at her. Freckles sprawled across her button nose and blushing cheeks. Her front teeth only pushed a little too far forward, and her earthy brown eyes bore an honest quality. Still, she was a woman, and not Nathan. She was smaller than him—couldn’t possibly play the role of roguish protector. Maybe she could cook, but he didn’t count on it.

In a tone as helpless as he felt, Soren replied, “The Oracle knows best. We’ll be matched with whomever we are meant to wed.”
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When all his classes were done for the day, Soren boarded a trolley bound for the arts district. He trudged down the steps to Hernando’s Hideaway, entering to the sound of a guitar, flute, and fiddle trio.

“Hit me with a Glow,” he said without sitting at the bar.

Hernando quirked a brow at him. “There’s a group of Progress Month youths planning a big party for the last day of this month, a kind of send-off before the matching ceremony. You’re welcome to come. It’s a tradition, really—not that your parents will tell you about it, but they probably had Last Night parties too.”

“Last Night?” he asked, laying two credits on the smooth wood.

“Yeah—the last night of being single.” Hernando set the sparkling green beverage in front of him.

“Thanks. I’ll think about it.”

Soren didn’t sit with his friends, pull a book from the shelf, or even admire the most recent artwork on display. He headed straight for an empty corner and plopped into a chair half-shrouded in darkness to drink alone. Murals crowded the wall behind him, the smell of citrus and alcohol hanging in the air. A group of girls two tables over laughed raucously, one almost spilling her drink.

Relieved to be alone, he drew a folded paper from his pocket and reread Nathan’s familiar hand. Soren had held it so many times that the pencil marks had smeared. He smiled at the cute way Nathan always drew the “S” in his name. A lump formed in his throat.

Soren, I hope this letter gets to you. I’ve written so many letters. A government guy originally from Appalachia said this pigeon would take it to a family he knows, and they’d get it to you. Soren, I miss you so much! They lied, sweetie. Everyone has been great to me here. I’ve got a new job on a livestock farm just outside of Nelanta, the capital. I met the queen! She’s not evil at all. You wouldn’t believe how free everyone is—wear what they want, say what they want, believe what they want. Everything is more like Harmony Ridge than Clover Hollow, though. Not much technology, but color everywhere.

If this gets to you before your birth month, please send a response. There’s a special forces team here that can extract you safely, bring you to be with me. I want you to be with me! They’re working on building a university, like The Institute, and you could teach math and science when it opens. Or you can be an artist and sell paintings. People do that here. Please, Soren. I love you, and I know you’d love it here. Don’t be afraid. Don’t let fear stop you. You’re my one and only. — Nathan

Soren brooded, drained the dubious drink Nathan had once warned him about, and slammed the glass on a small table. He didn’t care. A sudden rage flashed over him, and he crumpled the paper in his fist, gnashing his teeth, holding the tears that stung the backs of his eyes. How dare you leave me! We could have had a life here, split time with our wives, but still be together. You loved your precious freedom more than you love me. I miss one meet-up, and you leave me behind.

He yanked open his shirt, a button skittering across the floor, and tore Nathan’s token from his neck. Opening his fist, he looked at the small wooden bear figure. Nathan had made it for him, carved from the first piece of firewood Soren ever chopped. He had made a mess of the maple branch, whacking it over and over with an axe he could barely lift, never hitting the same spot twice. Nathan had stood behind him, pressed together, put his hands over Soren’s on the handle, and guided him through the motions, bearing the weight of the axe. The memory sent a shiver through him—never had a lesson felt more erotic.

When the branch had finally been rendered into half-meter logs, Nathan took one and held it up with a gleam in his eyes. “This one I’m keeping. Maybe I’ll carve something from it. It’ll remind me of you.”

Gritting his teeth, glaring at the little bear, Soren clenched his fist, pulled back his arm. He intended to fling it into a bookshelf, rid himself of the painful reminder of how Nathan made him feel. He couldn’t. Slumping his shoulders, he slapped his hand on the table, necklace and all.

A ruckus at the entry to Hernando’s drew Soren’s attention. Boots pounded, conversations trickled to a hush. A glass clinked. Two men in yellow and black police uniforms entered, black helmets on, riot sticks in hands. A cloud fell over the salon. “We’re here for Grant Brockman,” barked a gruff voice.

The hairs on the back of Soren’s neck shot up like quills, his gut clenching. He knew Grant, an eighteen-year-old artist and musician. They were friends, frequently spending time together. Grant was a good guy, wouldn’t hurt a fly. He couldn’t have committed a crime.

The trio stopped playing and raced for the back exit. The group of girls gasped, one bordering on a scream. “What do you want with Grant?” the dark-skinned girl wearing a bright orange scarf cried. The officers scowled at her.

Just then, Grant walked out of the restroom and froze, his face paling in an instant. “Grant Brockman?” demanded the gruff policeman.

Soren’s friend nodded. “I’m Grant, but I didn’t do anything.”

“We have orders to bring you in,” stated the other officer.

“On what charges?” Grant asked.

Soren saw the tremor in his hands and heard it in his voice. Do something! he commanded himself. Stand up for him. But his feet stayed rooted. When he tried to speak, no sound came out. A bead of sweat trickled down his temple.

He heard his father’s voice in his mind, Obey now, keep your head down, and follow the road before you, and one day you’ll be the one issuing the orders. You’re special. You’re going to be somebody.

But it’s right to stand up for my friends, he realized. Swallowing, he tried to speak again as the sound of his own pulse pounded in his ears. Glancing around, he saw others frozen in place, fear thick in the air.

“On the charges of forsaking the teachings of the Book of Doctrine, failure to attend Unity House services regularly, and sedition,” the gruff officer rattled off. The other one locked handcuffs onto his wrists.

“Sedition?” Grant’s eyes shot wide as his jaw dropped. “All I said was—”

“Tell it to the judge,” the second officer cut him off. “You’re bound for a reindoctrination camp.”

Terror tore at Soren’s throat. He raised an ineffectual hand, waved it, but couldn’t stand or voice an objection. What if they haul me away too? What of my future then? His hands shook so violently that the bear pendant fell to the table. Every offense of the Core Cult flooded his thoughts. The elevator button marked “Restricted.” The first floor—something secret there. Nathan’s arguments against the cult, calling it illogical and manipulative. The strict adherence to uniformity.

Soren watched in horror as the officers dragged Grant away. I could run after them, explain, testify that he’s a believer; someone misunderstood. But he couldn’t. Soren sat rigid, a dagger in his chest, as the door closed behind them.

His father’s words echoed again: To doubt is to falter, to follow is to rise.

Am I doubting? Who should I follow—Nathan, or everyone else? Which path will let me rise?

Soren sat in stunned silence until dusk before taking the trolley home. All things considered, he truly only had one choice. It was better to commit to it than continue in this hell of indecision.


Chapter thirty-six
Where Duty Leads


Nelanta, three days after the Kingdom Day Festival

“Don’t forget your lunch,” Azaleen said, handing Caelen a repainted tin lunchbox.

“Thanks, Mom!” Caelen grinned and bounded out the door.

Eldrin, dragging his feet after the eventful weekend, turned to her. Soon he’ll be taller than me, she thought, almost sorry to see him growing up. “Why do I have to go to school? Grandfather says I should have tutors at home instead of being crammed in with commoners.”

“Your grandfather has his own ideas about things,” Azaleen explained. “But learning cooperation and how to work well with others is vital to running a kingdom. You can’t get that here with only your little brother as a collaborator. Would you really prefer to do projects with Caelen every day?”

With a huff and an eye roll, Eldrin admitted, “No,” in a decisive tone. “It’s just weird. One day I’ll be telling all my current classmates what to do.”

Azaleen’s eyes crinkled with her warm smile as she stroked the peach fuzz on Eldrin’s face. “Not directly—most of them. Then again, some will become managers and others workers. Those who get ahead will become the bosses over the ones with less skill or ambition. The important thing is the ability to communicate. A good leader doesn’t issue orders—he or she leads by example. You do that already on your sports team. Now go, have a good day.” She kissed his cheek for good measure.

“Yeah, I guess. Can we have pizza for dinner?”

“Sure. I’ll tell Maggie.”

“Thanks, Mom!” and Eldrin was off at a jog, catching up to his little brother. Dark clouds threatened rain.

Azaleen closed the door, informed Maggie of the menu, and hurried upstairs to get ready for her day. The regular Monday morning cabinet meeting was first on her agenda.

She found herself in a hopeful mood after the successful weekend. The Calders, Whitfields, and Cades hadn’t erupted into open warfare, nor had they rallied to usurp her throne. To her relief, they all seemed to enjoy themselves. Yesterday, she’d found unexpected pleasure worshiping at Namaste, a New Religion church. Dedicated to remaining impartial, Azaleen attended a different church each week, as she was able. She took her sons to expose them to various tenets and teachings, encouraging them to pay attention to commonalities and differences between the religions. That way, they’d possess the knowledge and impressions needed to decide what they believed for themselves.

Azaleen sat near the front of the congregation—not because she coveted a seat of honor, but so everyone would notice she was there, showing respect for their faith. As she and the boys entered, she’d spotted Lark sitting in the back. Azaleen couldn’t fathom why her heart fluttered when she looked at her. She’d told herself it was just nice to recognize someone she knew in the sanctuary. However, more than once, she’d felt the uncanny sensation of being watched, and wondered if Lark’s eyes were on her. She didn’t turn around. Her focus had to remain on the facilitator and the service. Still, it was a pleasant experience.

She plucked an umbrella from the stand and crossed the street, passing the monument to her brother that she had no choice but to observe at least twice a day—a constant reminder of the pain of his loss and the reality of why she wore the crown. Soon, all the secretaries had joined her in the War Room, and the meeting got underway.

“I would like to begin this morning by thanking Chief of Staff Fontaine for organizing a successful Kingdom Day Celebration. It was well attended, and everything went off without a hitch. Well,” she corrected as an afterthought, “except for the stilt-walking juggler who broke his nose missing a catch.”

Sabine blushed. Silas Beaudean seconded her sentiments, saying, “It was a good day all around.”

“Madam Queen, fellow cabinet members?” Secretary Camille Navarro raised a hand, drawing everyone’s attention. “I have an urgent matter to discuss that concerns us all.”

General Stark shifted forward in his chair as all eyes turned to the diplomat. Azaleen hadn’t been briefed yet on whatever she had to say. “Yes?”

“When I arrived this morning, a despatch was on my desk from the AlgonCree. Overnight, a pigeon returned with their reply. We need to consider this proposal very carefully.”

“Of course,” Azaleen responded. “Read it.”

“It’s rather lengthy,” Camille said, concern etched on her face. “But the gist is that before they can sign a treaty, High Chief Batise wishes to look into your eyes, weigh your words, and glimpse your soul,” she stated, gazing straight at Azaleen.

“They want our queen to travel all that way—past the Core Cult and the Dead Coast—so their chief can look at her in person?” General Stark’s voice dripped with incredulity. “Preposterous!”

“I agree,” declared Rosalind Keane, eyes sharp, jaw set. “It’s too dangerous.”

“The logistics would be a nightmare,” Vera Sutherland added in a pointed tone.

Silas gestured toward the open windows. “Hurricane season is getting underway. That would create hazards for travel by boat or balloon.”

“There’s no safe passage through Appalachia,” Desmond Shaw reminded them as he fingered his hat between his hands. “Their borders remain closed, and if they caught you …” The implication hung in the air.

“Why doesn’t she come here?” Stark asked, his bushy brows drawn together in suspicion.

“We could request a compromise,” Camille suggested. “Maybe select a neutral meeting spot.”

Azaleen glanced around the room, the massive carved map table claiming the middle ground. Her cabinet mirrored the kingdom’s diversity. Three men, three women; two Black, three White, one mixed-race—two if you counted Sabine—whose ages spanned three decades. Seldom had they all agreed on anything. Yet, on this point, her cabinet stood in solidarity.

“We’ll find another way,” Rosalind asserted.

Azaleen rose, walked to the map. Peering down, she judged the distance from Verdancia to AlgonCree, the perils in between. Her focus shifted west, to the Red River Republic. The five thousand recruits from Clearwater had been dispatched, split between Fort Hammond, Fort Jasper, and New Charleston Point. She drew her finger through the Gulf speculatively.

“Queen Frost cannot leave the country when our enemy mobilizes his invasion forces,” Stark avowed.

Her gaze moved up the Mother River from Fort Hammond to Marchland and beyond. Stonevale was fortified to the northeast of Marchland, but only farmland and small villages lay between. Too many variables. Too many weaknesses. Not enough troops or ammunition. We need an ally. If Verdancia is to survive, if my father and grandfather’s vision of a peaceful refuge of hope is to endure, I must secure this treaty. While I focused on butter, Irons chose guns. Now he has nothing to feed his people, and I haven’t enough of an army to defend mine. Only the AlgonCree have remained receptive to peaceful relations. The Confederacy of Pacifica is too far away and disorganized. Our only hope lies with the Frostlands.

The secretaries had continued espousing reasons for Frost to stay put, proposing alternatives to the hazardous journey. She walked to the top of the map, taking up a position at the northeast corner. Lifting her chin, Azaleen adopted a regal posture and passed her gaze among her advisors.

“I’m going.”

Secretary Beaudean stopped mid-sentence. Silence fell as shock rippled through the room.

“You can’t,” Shaw proclaimed.

“I can, I must, and I will. I appreciate your concern, but the final decision is mine. My life is trivial compared to that of our nation. High Chief Batise wishes to meet me face-to-face. I can respect that. Camille, please compose a reply telling her I am honored to accept her request and will arrange travel immediately.”

“But, my queen—” Sabine’s voice faltered. Leaving her stance by the door, she took a tentative step forward.

Azaleen stretched taller. “This is my decision. It is the only decision. Without an ally, we might postpone the inevitable, but we won’t prevail.”

“Then I’m coming with you,” General Stark declared.

The queen met his eyes. “No, Rueben. You must remain here in case the Iron Army strikes.” Regaining her commanding air, Azaleen ordered, “In my absence, General Stark will be in charge of finalizing all decisions. Sabine will be here to see to the day-to-day running of the government. All of you must continue to operate your departments as usual.”

“But Your Excellency,” Silas protested.

Azaleen raised a palm, jaw set, eyes hard. “Secretary Navarro, I won’t order it, but I’ll ask—will you accompany me?”

“Certainly,” she replied without hesitation.

“But your security.” Stark rose to his feet in objection.

“I’ll bring VERT as an escort,” Azaleen said. “There’s a sailing craft, a cutter, that my father restored. It’s docked in New Charleston Harbor. We took a week-long trip on it when I was young. It’s a sound craft, and the wharf master keeps it in top condition. Shaw, dispatch a balloon at once to scout the weather in the Atlantic. I’d like to set sail no later than the day after tomorrow.”

Shaw nodded. “I’ll get on it. Madam Queen, are you sure you want to do this? It’s a tremendous risk.”

“My mind is made up. I will go, take the proper gifts, and meet with the chief so she may discern my sincerity. I also must impress upon them the danger Luther Irons poses to their nation. He has publicly proclaimed his commitment to Manifest Destiny—which means eventually he’ll come for them too. Now that this is settled, let’s move on to the other business for the week.”

Shaw excused himself to send out the hurricane hunters, and the meeting proceeded on an uneasy note. Azaleen remained steadfast in her decision.

Afterward, she went home, visited with her mother, shared pizza with her sons, then began packing. She would need appropriate travel clothes and something presentable for meetings with the chiefs. Sabine had sent a message by pigeon to the wharf master at New Charleston Harbour to get the cutter ready to sail and hire a skipper.

“Mom, I should come too.” Turning from her closet to her bedroom door, Azaleen stared at Eldrin.

“There’ll be later opportunities for you to travel and meet other heads of state,” she answered. Leaving her packing, she crossed to him, took his hands. In a soft but resolute voice, she said, “If anything were to happen to me, you’re next in line. That means, in dangerous situations, it’s best we be in different places. One of us must remain in safety at all times—especially now that you’re older. But I’ll be all right. Captain Moreau and his team are the best. I love you, Eldrin. Watch after Caelen while I’m gone. I’ll bring you something from the Frostlands.”

In a rare display of emotion, her teenage son wrapped his arms around her in a powerful hug. “You’d better come back safely. I’m not ready to be king.”


Chapter thirty-seven
Tendrils of Compassion


Six days later, aboard the cutter Halcyon

Perched at the bow, Lark tucked her legs beneath her, the wind full in her face, making the longer hairs along her crown billow like the jib sail at her back. They’d been at sea three days after having to wait for a storm to pass. The sailing vessel was a beauty—polished teak, quality canvas, sleek design. A narrow galley was outfitted with a propane stove, an ice chest, a cozy booth, and dead dials, useless buttons, and a silent radio. With drawers under steps and storage under seats, no space was wasted.

Below were two cabins, whose benches folded out into double beds, separated by the privy—which always seemed to be in use—on one side and a closet and pantry on the other. A small aft cabin barely fit the captain’s bed. The four women took the forward-most cabin, the men the other, while Skipper Jonas Pike and first mate Rory Flynn took turns sleeping and running the Halcyon. A steering wheel jutted from a post near the stern, surrounded by bench seating and a little table that folded up and down.

The skipper had set an ambitious pace, the Gulf Stream bearing them like a hidden engine, a dark river threading through the greater sea. “If the wind and weather hold, we’ll make port in under two weeks,” Pike had predicted.

“A month round trip?” Queen Frost had balked. She hadn’t realized how many nautical miles the trip entailed. Lark gave her credit for not backing out. And, if she was being honest with herself, she was glad Frost was on board, sharing a cabin with her, Skye, and Skye’s aunt.

Lark leaned over the rail, scanning for dolphins. None had shown this morning. Still, the warm sun beaming on her skin, the salt air in her nose, and the fresh breeze invigorated her.

Footsteps on the deck made her whip her head around, glad there was no hair to blow in her eyes. “My queen,” she uttered in surprise and scrambled up, gripping the railing as the bow pitched through the waves. She was glad the motion didn’t make her sick the way it did Wes. He’d spent these first three days hugging a railing, face green, and mood sour.

“Don’t get up,” she said, waving her back to the deck. “I came to sit up here and see what fascinates you so about this spot.”

Instinctively, Lark reached out, taking Frost’s arm to steady her. “Are you sure? It’s much windier here than behind the cabin.”

The queen arched a brow, a crooked smile on her lips. “Which is why my hair is secured with a braid and tie.”

Lark didn’t let go until the queen was safely seated, then plopped beside her. The space before the bowsprit was so narrow, they were practically touching. The nearness sent a shiver racing through her, unexpected and disorienting.

“Just no falling overboard,” Lark said nervously. At that, Queen Frost made a sarcastic expression that left Lark momentarily speechless. It seemed so out of character, so human. For the first time, Lark glimpsed the woman behind the crown. Under the royal trappings, the burden of leadership, and the expected formality, beat the heart and mind of a woman possessing a sense of humor.

“So, why do you like coming up here?”

“It’s quiet, not so crowded,” she said, amazed that Frost even noticed when she slipped away. “And I like to watch the dolphins. They aren’t here today, but sometimes they ride the bow. They’re amazing animals, and they always seem so happy. Being near them just makes me feel good.”

Being near Queen Frost made Lark feel good too, she realized.

“I love dolphins,” the queen replied wistfully. “I remember reaching over the side and touching one when I was little, and my parents took my brother and me sailing. Simpler times.”

Lark regarded Frost, a few loose strands battered by the breeze. Between the sun and wind, she squinted, her azure eyes outshining the sea itself. I hope her skin doesn’t chap or burn. I wonder if she used a cream before coming on deck? When the queen turned to meet her gaze, Lark glanced away. She didn’t want Frost to think she had been staring or to read the concern in her expression.

“That must have been wonderful,” she answered. Guilt pricked her over the angry words she’d hurled weeks ago. She had yet to apologize, even though this was the first time they’d been alone together. Courage, Lark. You must do this.

Lark hugged one knee, peering at the beautiful, powerful, intelligent woman beside her. “Queen Frost, I owe you an apology. When I learned my friend had died, I said some cruel and inappropriate words, which I regret.”

“Azaleen,” she said, a placid expression softening her fair face. “If we’re going to be spending a month in close quarters, you may as well call me Azaleen.”

Lark blinked, a flutter winging through her heart. She swallowed as she watched Azaleen gazing at her with appreciation.

“Apology accepted. You were grieving, in shock, and you were right. I hadn’t been totally honest.”

“Luke explained it to me,” Lark responded. “I assumed the worst, but you couldn’t give me what you didn’t have, and nobody could know the dire straits Verdancia was in. Leif, my little brother, wrote to say a shipment arrived at Saltmarsh Reach, and we’ve retrieved more supplies since the hospital. Is the country in better shape now?”

Azaleen turned to the front, watching the sparkling waters, and took a deep breath. “Better. Not where we need to be. My medical researchers finally reported last week that they’ve completed testing on the penicillin they’ve been working on and are ready to mass-produce it. That alone will save thousands of lives.”

“That’s terrific,” Lark replied enthusiastically. Azaleen didn’t seem thrilled.

“You know, my grandpa used to tell me about life before the war,” she expounded. “Cancer had been eradicated, between discovering a cure and the widespread use of vaccines. The average lifespan was a hundred, and most folks stayed vital into their eighties. They had holographic immersive television, advanced recycling, and computerized automobiles that could drive themselves while you slept.” Her attention shot back to Lark. “That’s why only ancient combustion engines still run. EMPs knocked out everything electric—except for that damn giant computer core in Clover Hollow Mountain.” She lowered her chin and shook her head before gazing back over the water.

“Appalachia’s full of fruitcakes,” Lark quipped, trying to lighten the mood. “And besides, who needs an ego-inflated computer? Nobody in the Reach, I can tell you that.”

Turning toward her, a wry smile tugged at Azaleen’s mouth. “You know, Lark, my son Caelen says you’re ‘jacked’—whatever that means. Something good, I presume, because he keeps begging me to let you teach him to run up walls.”

Another flutter rushed through Lark. This was the longest conversation she’d had with the queen, and, in it, she’d accepted her apology, asked to be called by her first name, and now informed her that Caelen holds her in high esteem. Images from the dream she’d had flashed across her mind. Her cheeks flushed. Maybe Azaleen will think it’s from the wind.

“Skipper!” an excited tenor voice rang out. First mate Rory Flynn balanced on the spreader, two-thirds of the way up the mast. “Somethin’s in the water.” He pointed ahead to starboard. Gripping the rail, Lark pushed to her feet.

Ahead, shapes bobbed in the waves. “It could be wreckage.” She lifted a hand to shade her eyes. “Flotsam, jetsam, perhaps.”

“What do ya see, boy?” boomed Pike from his post at the steering wheel.

“I’ll grab my binoculars,” Luke said. Harlan followed him into the cabin, most likely to get his rifle.

“Looks like parts of a boat tangled up in something slimy,” Flynn reported as he clung to the mast, wiry as a monkey.

“Diego, take the wheel,” ordered Pike. He rushed about, tugging ropes and cranking chains, reefing the sails of the cutter.

“He’s slowing us down to take a look,” Lark commented, glancing at the skipper. Well into his sixties, Jonas Pike carried himself with the steady assurance of someone who’d weathered more storms than most sailors will see in a lifetime. Although his broad shoulders stooped slightly, he moved with practiced ease, strong hands performing rigorous work. He wore a full, bristling beard transitioning from brown to gray, and a traditional navy peacoat and sailor’s cap.

“Captain Pike knows boats and the sea.” Azaleen rose as well, peering over the waves. “He was my father’s trusted friend, took us out on the water. He served in Verdancia’s tiny navy for a decade, but, when the king died, he retired to private life in New Charleston.”

“What’s that?” Lark pointed at a gelatinous shimmer surrounding the wreckage, reflecting sunrays with an unnatural glow.

“Rory, get down here,” bellowed the skipper, “and don’t mess around. It’s those monstrous jellyfish.”

The Halcyon slowed to a crawl, sails sagging, as the sea writhed with translucent bodies, their long filaments drifting like ghostly nets. To Lark, they resembled soggy silk parachutes, iridescent in abalone hues, their cords floating around them in the foam. In the middle of the tangle rocked half a hull and splintered debris. Rory slid down the mast, Luke reemerged with binoculars, and Harlan gripped his long gun. A ripple of movement caught Lark’s eye.

“There’re people over there!” she called out so the entire crew could hear. “They could be alive.”

Luke rounded one side of the cabin and Jonas Pike the other, scanning the floating debris from the bow. Pressing in between Lark and Azaleen, Luke raised the binoculars, adjusted the wheel.

“She’s right. Three, maybe four, but I can’t tell if they’re alive.”

“Well, we have to go in there, find out,” declared Lark. “We can’t let the elements or those unnaturally huge jellyfish kill them.”

“It could be a trap.” Azaleen’s demeanor pivoted on a pin. Gone was the friendly companion. In her place stood the icy queen, eyes sharp with suspicion, mouth grave. “What do you think, Jonas?”

“I don’t know about traps, but those mutated cubozoa can be deadly,” the skipper answered. His brow furrowed, and he scratched his beard. “Even the common box jellyfish’s tentacles’ sting can be life-threatening. These have been known to stop a man’s heart from beating.”

Wes hollered from where he stood near Diego and the wheel. “My Geiger counter is picking up radiation from the blob. Not lethal amounts, but they sure aren’t normal jellies.”

“But we have to help them,” Lark insisted.

“We don’t know where they’re from,” Luke cautioned, “or even if they’re alive.”

As they neared the mass of boat parts and sea menace, the air stank faintly of iodine and putrefaction , every gust carrying a whiff of something unnatural.

“There could be an explosive hiding in there,” Diego called across the length of the cutter, “rigged to blow when the bodies are disturbed.”

“Why would someone do that?” Skye asked. “Nobody knew we’d be out here.”

Azaleen seemed torn, her gaze flickering from the skipper to Luke to Lark and to the floating mass. Waves slapped the hull as the sailboat rocked. A tentacle coiled over the wrecked hull, waving toward a human figure lying there.

“Use all due caution,” ordered Azaleen. “Take us closer and we’ll see if they’re alive.” Lark sensed the queen’s tension and wished she could comfort her.

Jonas cupped his hands to his mouth. “Ahoy! Is anyone alive in there?”

Halcyon’s bow bumped into a jellyfish at the outer edge of the shimmer. Lark recoiled as a stinging filament slithered up the side, undulating like a poisonous worm.

Someone stirred, pushed up to a seated position, and waved weakly at them. “Help,” squeaked from his parched throat.

“Look!” Mate Flynn pointed with urgency. “Someone’s alive!”

Azaleen crooked a worried aspect at Pike. “I’ll take all due care,” he promised. “Rory, get up here with some ropes and poles. I’ll take the wheel.”

Skipper and mate moved into position while the VERT team stood by to aid the survivors or fight off attackers, whichever proved to be the case. Jonas cursed under his breath as the cutter wallowed through the drifting bells, his tiller hand twitching at every brush of tentacle across the hull.

Rory’s fair hair gleamed gold in the sun as it framed his ruddy face. With a line and a pole, he eased out onto the bow pulpit. “We’re comin’ to get ya,” he shouted to the survivor.

The blistered man who’d waved and called out shook the shoulders of two others, another man and a woman. The damaged floating hull creaked, and a crate slid off into the mass of thrashing jellyfish, a menacing appendage flailing dangerously near the man’s leg. Lark hopped up beside Flynn, taking a gaff from him. He tossed a line while she hooked an edge of the wreckage and pulled it nearer.

The man fumbled with the rope, almost dropping it into the oozing gelatinous mass.

“Careful.” Queen Frost’s tone was layered with concern and command. Harlan aimed his gun, Jonas steady at the wheel. Diego and Skye hurled grappling hooks from their spot in the cockpit area, snagging a cleat.

“Here.” Flynn leaned over the rail, extending an arm. The man tried to balance, to stand on the unsteady portion of hull. The other man and the woman peered up at them with frantic eyes. Lark pulled the unsteady platform until it clinked into the Halcyon. The first survivor, sunburned and shaky, locked wrists with Flynn. When he shifted his weight to climb up, the other man—who appeared much weaker—faltered, losing his balance, and toppled backward into a pulsing glob of deadly jelly.

A gasp arose from Lark’s team. The queen covered her mouth, her breath catching, eyes wide in shock. His screams tore the air as stinging arms dragged him under.

“Don!” the surviving woman cried.

“Look at me,” Luke ordered in a stern voice. She glanced up at him while Flynn pulled the moaning survivor over the rail. “We’ve got you now.”

Guiding him to the deck, Lark offered comfort. “Come with me. We’ll get you some water.”

“Don,” he moaned. “Matt, Chloe, Bart, everyone.” He sank to his knees on the teak planks and covered his eyes, a voiceless wail spilling from his twisted mouth.

When Flynn stretched for the woman, a tentacle slapped his arm. Pain flashed across his face as the welt swelled, angry and red. He slapped a protective hand over the mark.

“Get to the galley,” Luke ordered, “and put some vinegar on that. Diego, go with him. I’ll pull her up.”

Eyes brimming with tears of pain, Flynn nodded and scurried along the rail.

“I’ll see to him.” Azaleen followed the young man. As the sailboat pulled free, the jellyfish swarm closed over the spot, as if erasing all trace of what had just transpired.
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A short while later, with Flynn’s arm treated and bandaged, salve spread on the half-starved survivors, and reheated soup ladled around, Azaleen questioned the pair they’d fished from the sea. “Who are you, and where are you from?” The team sat squeezed onto the benches in the cockpit, all but Flynn, who was sleeping before taking night duty, and Wes, who was seasick again.

The battered man looked late thirties, while the woman with him was much younger. Both suffered from dehydration and the effects of the elements.

Luke had searched their packs, and what he found told a revealing tale—Verdancian coins, Appalachian credits, and Republic notes; jewelry, watches, batteries; a waterlogged revolver; a box crammed with medicines, a roll of silk cloth, and tins of old survival foods like they found in the Tupelo bunker.

“I’m Jose Lopez, and this is my daughter, Sandy.” He seemed calm and was talking more clearly than before. “I can’t thank you enough. If you hadn’t come along and fished us out of that mess, we’d have all ended up like Don.”

“We weren’t going to sit by and watch you become a meal for radiated jellyfish.” She leveled a pointed look at Lark. She had reasons for concern, not the least of which was what to do with these two. The Halcyon was at capacity before they came on board, and they had only packed rations for ten, not twelve. However, for some irrational reason, Lark’s opinion of her mattered. She couldn’t bear the idea of Lark viewing her as cold and uncaring.

Lark caught her gaze, lifted a discerning brow, and nodded to her. Approval. That single nod warmed her more than the sun at her back. While showing no outward sign, Azaleen felt a small weight lift.

“We’re from a coastal village called Captains Cove,” Sandy answered. “There were six of us on our boat.” The teenage girl lowered her chin, salt-caked hair falling across her face. “They’re all dead now.”

“Where is Captains Cove?” Jonas asked. He puffed on a pipe, the sweet tobacco swirling around them while the cutter, back at full sail, raced to make up for lost time. “I don’t recall such a town.”

“It’s in Appalachia, isn’t it?” The queen stared authoritatively at Jose.

He nodded. “But we aren’t cult followers. I don’t even think the Oligarchy knows we exist. Vast stretches of wasteland lie along the coast, between our peninsula and the mountains. Our village mostly sustains itself with fishing.”

“And smuggling,” Luke added. “Or piracy. Which is it?” His glare was sharp enough to cut glass.

Jose didn’t flinch. “Scavenging.”

Sandy lifted her face, tearstains having carved lines through the dirt and sunburn. “We cruise up and down the shore, find things people left behind. Then we trade them with whoever. The pirates are the ones who wrecked our trawler.”

Luke had told Azaleen about the bullet holes he spotted in the broken hull piece.

“Then, your home is north of here?” Jonas asked. He nudged the wheel.

“A couple of days at the speed you’re sailing. Listen, I have some Verdancian currency in my bag.” Jose’s voice carried a thread of pleading beneath the calm. “I’d gladly pay you to ferry us back to our peninsula if you’re headed that way. It would be a near-impossible journey to get there from these shores because of the red zones.” He gestured at the faint coastline off port.

“I’ll trade with you for passage to Captains Cove,” Azaleen agreed, “only for the ration tins and the medical kit. We’ve doctored your burnt skin and are feeding you from our stocks. This way, we won’t come up short for the duration of our travel.”

The queen hadn’t told them who she was and had signaled for the others to keep quiet as well—in case these were actually assassins. If so, their employer certainly made them suffer to appear authentic.

Jose reached out his hand. “Deal.”

Azaleen shook it, noting the rough skin, the scars, and the missing half-finger. They aren’t assassins, she concluded. Lark was right. Stopping to help was the honorable thing to do. She was suddenly reminded of the pirates who’d attacked the scavengers’ boat. Were they still out there? What other dangers awaited them?


Chapter thirty-eight
Where Silence Breaks


Three days later, after dinner aboard the Halcyon

Azaleen joined Camille, Skye, and Lark in their cabin, crank lanterns casting a warm glow over a rousing game of gin rummy. A table sat between the two benches when they weren’t folded out for sleeping, and the cards mostly stayed put with the gentle rocking of the boat. A day earlier, the sea had turned rough, the Halcyon battling rain and wind.

They made a quick stop by Captains Cove to drop off Jose and Sandy. Their story had checked out, and, once all decided the queen was in no danger, Lark and the rest of the VERT team went for a much-needed run while Azaleen and Camille enjoyed a few hours on land. Eight families lived in the forgotten village, thriving without the weight of government or religious mandate. Fortunately, they had another seaworthy vessel and several small fishing boats, so the loss of the trawler wasn’t entirely devastating. Though Azaleen never mentioned being the queen of Verdancia—the temptation of a kidnapping looming much too great—they were treated like royalty by the coast community, who rarely entertained visitors. Then, they were back on their way north.

“Gin!” Camille Navarro laid down nine cards from her hand and slapped the last one on the discard pile.

Skye’s mouth fell agape. “Why, you sneaky so-and-so! You’re not supposed to hoard all the tricks, so we can’t play on them. You’re supposed to put them down as you collect them.” She slapped her fan of cards on the table in frustration.

“That’s not a rule,” Camille answered with a sly wink. “One should never reveal what cards she’s holding prematurely, isn’t that right, Azaleen?”

“While this is often quite necessary in national negotiations, I hardly see the imperative of employing that tactic in a friendly game of cards,” smirked Azaleen. “Your niece looks positively incensed.”

She took a glance across the table at Lark, who seemed to take her loss in stride. The quality appealed to Azaleen, adding another tick to the “things I like about Lark” column. And, she had to admit that her initial “don’t like about Lark” headliner—“smells like bear grease”—hadn’t resurfaced.

“Yeah,” Skye seconded, scooping the cards into a big pile. “I want a rematch, and no cheating this time.”

“Well, technically, she wasn’t cheating,” Lark confirmed. “Just being sneaky. You could always try turning the tables on her.”

“We’ll see about that! My turn to deal.” Skye shuffled the cards most thoroughly while Azaleen exchanged a humorous look with Camille.

“I hope negotiations with High Chief Batise go better than this.”

“Oh, they will,” Camille assured her. “I won’t be concerned with family rivalry when sitting at the table with her.”

Returning her gaze to Lark, Azaleen asked, “What would your gramma say about this dilemma?” Lark had talked a great deal about the remarkable woman who raised her, and Azaleen couldn’t wait to meet her—although she wondered when and if she ever would. Lark had been quite open in telling stories about Saltmarsh Reach, her family, and her adventures. It was easy to see why Caelen, with his enthusiastic personality and vivid imagination, was so drawn to her. Lark was an open book, unlike Azaleen, who held everything inside, guarded and protected. The queen had started picturing hunting trips with Sam, the loyal pointer—not a hound, as Lark had explained the difference.

But most remarkable was Inez Carvalho Sutter. Azaleen couldn’t help but contrast her with her own mother. Both had survived the horrors of the War of Ruin and lost loved ones yet had dealt with tragedy so differently. While she dearly loved her mother, Azaleen couldn’t help but wish she would age like Inez—with strength, resilience, good humor, and a sound mind. Even blindness doesn’t stand in her way.

Lark responded, a twinkle in her eye, “She’d say, ‘Don’t start somethin’ you can’t finish,’ and that applies to both of you Navarro women.” The sage comment drew a giggle from Azaleen. Realizing her revelry had gotten the best of her, she quickly covered her mouth.

“Now,” Skye pronounced, cards dealt. “Lark goes first, and I’ll be ready for your tricks, Aunt Camille. This is a game I can finish.”

The two exchanged identical snarky expressions, causing Lark to chuckle. “It’s so obvious you two are related.”

Skye turned a withering look at Lark. “Don’t be so sure. Mistakes could have been made.”

“Highly doubtful.” Lark plucked a card, shuffled it through her hand, and discarded. “I’ll win this round.” Her grin could have rivaled the sun.

“We’ll see about that.” Azaleen suppressed a smile, flicked her a challenging glance, and took her turn.

Lanky young first mate Flynn burst into their cabin, a look of fearful awe on his face. “You’ve got to come see this!”

Noting his sincerity, Azaleen laid down her cards and stood. “What is it?”

He shook his head. “You’ve just got to see.”

Tugged by curiosity, she followed him out into the bracing air, joined by her companions. Azaleen suddenly wished she’d thrown on a cloak. Everyone had gathered on deck as an awful hush draped over the ocean beneath a moonlit midnight-blue sky.

“Wow,” Luke sighed. “Eerie, all right.” He nudged Diego, and the two of them eased back to allow Azaleen room. Lark stepped up to the railing right beside her. To port, half-sunken vessels jutted from the water like broken teeth along the barren Dead Coast, moonlight slicking across their jagged edges. Not a gull cried, not a fish stirred—the silence of the place pressed on them heavier than the night’s aura.

The boat rocked, and Azaleen’s hand came down atop Lark’s on the rail. An electric pulse raced up her arm, and she inched her hand to the side. This wasn’t a moment for intimacy—surrounded by crew, under the haunting shadow of desolation. And yet, the incidental touch had felt intimate—at least to Azaleen. Purposefully, she kept her focus on the sight ahead.

Lark’s heart leaped at Azaleen’s touch. It had been an accident, and she’d quickly moved her hand away. Still, it stirred something unexpected in Lark. The queen was, well, the queen—older, wiser, far more important and wealthier than a swamp rat. Of course, she was attracted to her—who wouldn’t be? But to have such a reaction, to feel such a jolt of desire, was unthinkable. A dream was one thing; to imagine she and Azaleen could have a genuine connection was something else entirely. Too unrealistic to consider.

Shaking it away, Lark gazed at the surreal scene before them. The sea grave sprawled like a forest of broken masts, moonlight catching on rust-flaked steel and skeletal rigging. Rusted hulls, half-swallowed by the sea, heaved with the tide like corpses refusing to sink. The air reeked of iron and decay, as though centuries of rust had soured the salt spray. A prickle crawled along the short hairs on the back of her neck, a sensation of trespass in a place not meant for the living.

Skipper Jonas Pike’s voice broke the silence. “A ship’s graveyard isn’t just wrecks, Your Excellency—it’s the sea reminding us how many captains thought they were smarter than her.” He kept Halcyon’s course arrow-true, his eyes never leaving the hulks as if afraid one might shift and bar their way.

“I suspect the captains weren’t at fault for this,” Azaleen replied. “How were they to know when a bomb would fall near their port, or if a tsunami raised by a faraway detonation would overwhelm them?”

“I wonder how many people were aboard when the disaster struck?” Lark asked. “How many souls went down with them?”

No one dared answer. Every lap of water against the hull carried a hollow echo, a reminder of the drowned steel around them. Lark tried to make out a nameplate caught in the moonlight—its letters corroded but still legible, whispering of a world long gone. Maersk. She’d never heard the name. Barnacle-crusted funnels jutted like skeletal fingers, clutching for the stars. Some were rolled over, their hulls facing skyward. Others, only the bow tip or stern propellers were visible. A cruise ship’s portholes gleamed faintly, moon mirrors like ghostly eyes tracking their passage. The creak of their own rigging felt indecently loud in the suffocating hush.

Lark glanced at Azaleen, standing only a breath away, their shoulders still touching in the crush of their shipmates. She read a poignant look there—eyes filled with remorse, memory perhaps, as if the queen shared a silent reunion with the dead. In the weeks they’d spent in close quarters, Lark had glimpsed hints of a more relaxed, down-to-earth Azaleen—the woman behind the crown. However, she guarded her words and emotions, avoiding personal topics, only mentioning her children, never her mother, father, brother, or herself. She reserved her opinions for professional matters, conducting herself with dignity and poise.

Still, Lark had noticed those unguarded moments when a sliver of vulnerability slipped past her defenses. This was one of those moments. If Lark didn’t know better, she could have sworn a pinch of fear swam in those haunted blue eyes.

“Do you think it’s a bad omen?” the Flynn boy asked.

“No, laddie.” Pike kept the rudder steady. “But it’d be disrespectful to disturb it. Best keep clear—maybe say a prayer.” A lone gull wheeled overhead but made no sound, wings slicing the air in silence.

“I suppose I could,” Secretary Navarro volunteered. “As a diplomat, I’ve learned many prayers.”

The skipper nodded, and Lark bowed her head in respect.

“Gracious God, we commend the souls of our brothers and sisters to your care. You are the master of the ocean and the calm in every storm. We remember their lives at sea, their service, and their dedication. We ask you to grant them eternal peace, to welcome them into your loving embrace, though their deaths came long ago. May their descendants find solace in the vastness of your love and remember those who were lost here. Through your infinite mercy and grace, Amen.”
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Four days later, the Halcyon turned east, rounding its way between Nova Scotia and Newfoundland. Lark sat on the aft deck behind the skipper at the wheel, hugging her knees, with Harlan standing at the rail to her back. She’d started wearing a jacket outside the cabin. Though the temperature wasn’t that low, the constant wind cut through her. She’d never been gladder she’d cut her hair. Skye kept hers in her traditional long tail, while Azaleen and Secretary Navarro tried various arrangements, including tying scarves over their heads.

“Don’t let the name fool you, my queen,” Pike said with a crusty half-grin. “The St. Lawrence is no stream. Eight hundred kilometers of tide and temper—and she always takes her due before letting you. We’re in Frostlands waters now.”

“How much further to Aurora?” Azaleen asked.

Gazing at her made Lark smile—the sun gleaming over her white-gold hair, wound into a single luxurious braid, eyes bluer than the ocean, skin still white as cream. She wore a hip-length wool coat, pine-needle green with broad wooden buttons.

“Depends on tides and weather, but four or five days,” he answered as he puffed his pipe, the trail of sweet smoke wafting past Lark’s nose. “We’ll make a staging stop at Tadoussac, a village at the mouth of the Saguenay River. There’ll be an inn with showers where everyone can freshen up before we arrive in Aurora. I know you don’t want to meet the high chief looking like you’ve been at sea for two weeks.”

“That’s for sure!” Lark chimed in, beating everyone else to the punch.

“And here I’ve finally grown my sea legs,” Wes quipped. Lark hadn’t seen him hurl in at least two days, and the sickly green had finally faded from his cheeks.

“Just make sure you keep them for the trip back,” Diego advised, leaning out from the galley entrance.

Lark soaked in a coastline stretched in wilderness untouched for centuries, a sweep of spruce and fir layered in shadowed emerald. The trees pressed close, a battalion of giants shouldering the wind, their branches knitting a roof that swallowed the sky. It was a land older than memory, breathing secrets with every hush of breeze. Every trunk was a pillar in some forgotten temple, every gust a whisper carrying the weight of old stories. The Frostlands did not welcome; they endured, vast and vigilant.

“Toronto, Ottawa, Montreal, and Quebec City were bombed into oblivion,” Luke noted, “but most of this country remained unbothered. I’d wager the Inuit north of Hudson Bay have carried on as always, barely aware of the apocalypse.”

An air of anticipation spread through the crew as they neared their destination. By day, they watched the water, the shore, swapping jokes and stories. At night, the sea glowed faintly with plankton light, Halcyon’s wake painting a comet-trail through the black water. In their cabin, Azaleen’s nearness kept Lark awake—picking out her breathing from the others, imagining what it would feel like to share her bed instead of Skye’s, wondering if she ever thought the same.

Was it just a by-product of forced proximity? No, this had started weeks ago—actually, months ago. Even when she’d hated the queen, desire had sparked the moment she first saw her. Yet only after she learned the truth about the medicine did Lark entertain friendly thoughts toward Azaleen. And they’d only grown. She admired her, was intrigued by her, and, at times, felt sorry for her. She needed someone in her life to help bear her burdens, someone she could trust, a friend, a partner. As much as Lark hoped it could be her, such an assumption was absurd.
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After eleven days on the Stream—marked by fog, the ship-grave silence, and a jellyfish rescue—the fjord walls of Tadoussac finally rose ahead, where the Saguenay spilled into the Seaway. An infectious joy rippled through the crew as they disembarked, walked, skipped, and jogged up the dock planks into a lively village. Lark made a point of not letting Azaleen out of her sight.

The summer sun slanted through birch and pine, dappling the open clearing where the village market sprawled. Smoke curled from long communal fire pits, the smell of moose stew mingling with fried bannock and sweet maple cakes. Voices rose in Cree, French, and English, punctuated by the rhythmic thrum of a hand drum somewhere among the tents.

A Métis trader unrolled a blanket woven in red and indigo chevrons, its edges beaded with salvaged glass. Beside him, a Cree woman offered smoked whitefish wrapped in birch bark, while her daughter strung beads of carved bone and copper wire into a new wampum belt that shimmered with both memory and machine.

Men and women moved easily in layered hides and wool, sashes of bright arrow-pattern weave binding their waists. Some wore ponchos striped in earth tones, others, cloaks lined with fox or beaver. Children darted between stalls in patched denim trousers, hair braided tight with quills and ribbons salvaged from the old world.

At the edge of the market, an elder sat cross-legged before a circle of listeners, her hair silver and long, draped in a green blanket patterned with pine trees. Her voice rose above the hum: “When the Great Fire split the sky, we remembered the old ways. That is why we stand here still.” The listeners murmured assent, heads nodding, bowls of stew paused in their hands.

A young man bowed a fiddle while another beat time with a drum, and laughter broke out as a dance line formed—boots stamping, moccasins sliding, ceinture fléchée sashes twirling with each step. Through it all, the Frostlands pulsed with abundance—a rare corner of Ashland where survival had ripened into something more enduring: community.

“Welcome. Bienvenue!” A man with short blond hair and a beard greeted them with arms wide. “I’m François Corbier. You must be the party from Verdancia. We were told to expect you.” He performed a deep bow before Azaleen, who couldn’t hide her royal bearing if she’d tried.

“Thank you, Mr. Corbier,” the queen replied. “You have a thriving town here, so many sounds, colors, and delicious smells.”

“You will spend the night as our honored guests, browse the market, taste the cuisine, no?” he invited, then grinned broadly. “Yes.” Shifting to Lark, he hugged her, kissed her cheeks, and proceeded to greet every other member of the party in the same manner.

A shy-looking, shorter woman, her black hair in braids framing tanned cheeks, bowed to Azaleen. “Please excuse my husband if he behaves more familiarly than you are accustomed. He is a free spirit. I’m Dove, and I’ll show you to the inn. Then, please come back and enjoy our hospitality.”

Azaleen took the short woman’s hands and squeezed them, smiling. “Thank you so much, Dove. Hospitality is a core value in our society as well. We humbly thank you for extending yours to us.”

After settling into their rooms and taking overdue showers, Lark ventured out onto the porch of the Lodge Pine Inn and breathed in the aroma of smoked meat and fried bannock. The sun hung lower in the sky, the air fresh and invigorating. She drifted into thought, wondering what tomorrow’s meeting with the high chief would bring. Azaleen’s footsteps had been so soft she hadn’t noticed her approach until she joined her at the split rail.

“Will you accompany me to browse the market?” she asked. “I promised the boys I’d bring them gifts from the Frostlands.”

Warm appreciation flooded Lark’s heart, and she couldn’t stop a smile from spreading across her lips. “I would be honored.” She crooked her arm, expecting Azaleen to laugh. Instead, the queen slipped her hand in, like a lady at a cotillion escorted by her favorite beau.


Chapter thirty-nine
Council of Many Voices


Aurora, the next afternoon

Azaleen sat between Camille and Jonas on a bench halfway up the risers in a longhouse that might have made a Viking king envious. The cedar-scented hall was vast, its walls bright with ethnic art, from Irish knots to Inuit carvings. Colorful banners lined the space—among them the AlgonCree wolf flag in blue and white, and the old red maple leaf from before the War of Ruin, remembered here as “The Time of Smoke.” She glanced left to the row ahead, where Lark squeezed between Skye and Diego, her discontent sprouting like a weed.

Clearly, her expectations had been too optimistic. She had met with High Chief Batise, a grandmotherly woman a little older than Orielle. Gray hair, braided with ribbons and beads, circled her head. Dark, wise eyes that crinkled when she smiled peered from a warm, honey face bearing earned age lines. Her white dress accented in teal flowed with artistry, cinched with a wide, colorful, woven sash. They engaged in a formal greeting, during which Azaleen presented her gifts—including the shawl her mother had crocheted. The chief listened with interest to the story behind the fabric and accepted it graciously. In return, she gifted Azaleen with a wool blanket in traditional weave, pumpkin and squash hues bright despite being passed down for generations. They had shared tea, after which Batise rose, bowed, and declared it to have been an excellent meeting. Azaleen and her party were invited to enjoy the evening’s entertainment at the Great Gathering.

That was it? A hello and gift exchange? Azaleen and Camille were ready to present their proposal. Patience, she reminded herself. Sabine had warned her that AlgonCree time may not run at the same speed as Verdancian time.

The high chief’s son and steward of prosperity, Steven—a man about her height and only a little older—had made apologies that they arrived too late for the sporting events, but not for the musical performances. “Tomorrow you’ll be present for the great potlatch,” he’d beamed. “All the regional chiefs will be there, and my mother will meet with them to discuss affairs of state. Afterward, we will be happy to spend more time with you and discuss the proposed treaty. In the meantime, make yourselves at home and enjoy everything our city has to offer.”

No progress on the treaty, no sitting with Lark. The thoughts rumbled through her mind as a Scottish pipe band marched into the center of the arena below, dressed in tartan kilts, accompanied by drummers. The lively folk song favorites proved a recipe to improve her mood. Glancing around, Azaleen saw every skin shade, tall and short, portly and thin—a sea of citizens not so different from her own. A kindred spirit to these Frostlanders sprouted within her and, slogging negotiations aside, she decided to allow herself to enjoy the evening.

Next came a Métis troupe. The fiddler, dressed in black pants, a wide-brimmed hat, and a white shirt, struck up a jig, clogging with his boot as he played. He and the dancers wore characteristic Métis sashes woven in bright pigments in traditional patterns.

Camille leaned in and cupped a hand to Azaleen’s ear. “Centuries ago, the Métis band was formed from Scottish, Irish, French, and Indigenous people dedicated to preserving and blending cultures rather than replacing one with the other. They have remained distinct while being absorbed into the AlgonCree mosaic.”

She turned over the phrase—AlgonCree mosaic—and approved of the image it evoked.

The dancers’ movements and clogging combined aspects of Irish, Scottish, and French styles, as did the tone and rhythm of the jigs. Thunderous applause followed them out. A soprano sang a pop ballad; a baritone, backed by accordion, belted I Am the Very Model of a Modern Major-General; then a quartet struck up Borodin’s Second on strings.”

“And now, I present to you, the Aurora Fancy Shawl and Jingle-dress Dancers,” boomed the announcer. Five men carried out a huge bass drum, laid it on its side, and sat around it with padded mallets. They started with a steady beat pattern, all tapping the drumhead in unison. Five dancers in full regalia entered, feet moving to the rhythm—a man in turkey feathers, a woman draped in a knee-length, deep plum shawl, dangling gold and silver fringe, and the other three in blue and white jingle dresses with rainbow accents. They cavorted, knees high, feet tapping, as more percussion joined in. At various points, one or more would sing in a language foreign to Azaleen. Then they were joined by two whoop dancers, mirroring each other’s movements as they added more rings to their routine.

When the dance ended, applause swelled, and the lead dancer—the striking young woman in the purple drape whose effortless movements captured the audience—lifted her arms in invitation. Every child in the lodge rushed forward, hopping down steps and darting around adults. The drums thrummed, and the dancers led the children around the plank floor of the arena as they kicked up their heels with glee. Parents and elders smiled, pointing and laughing as they enjoyed the little ones’ frolic as much as the professional performances.

Azaleen pictured Eldrin and Caelen twirling with the others, though more likely Caelen. Eldrin had shifted into true teenager mode, serious and broody, acting like he had something to prove. It’s just a phase, she told herself. All boys go through it—only he doesn’t have a father … no uncle, no grandfather on my side. The secretaries are too busy. Perhaps I can ask Luke to spend time with him, take him on a hunting trip, or something. The idea that the prince and heir might wish to go stay at Stonevale horrified her. I must find him a male role model in Nelanta.
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Two days later

Azaleen and Camille sat outside the High Council Meeting Lodge, the AlgonCree version of a capital building, waiting their turn. Over the past two days, High Chief Batise had been conferring with regional chiefs as part of the annual gathering. The queen and her entourage attended the summer potlatch, where they were showered with attention, reveled in the food, storytelling, gala events, and especially the redistribution of wealth that took place during the event.

AlgonCree collected taxes like any government, mostly in goods rather than coin, which were used for infrastructure and defense. Azaleen had learned that Aurora’s hydropower produced the electricity for lights and other appliances throughout the city, as it did in various population centers, though a nationwide grid or mass communications network was still beyond reach. The surplus resources were then redistributed to towns and regions with the most need. Batise and her family gave away vast quantities of personal wealth to orphanages, the disabled, and the infirm. It was fair to say that no person went cold or hungry in the Frostlands.

So why don’t they have clocks? Azaleen drummed her fingers on the tea table between her and Camille.

She soaked in the lovely summer day—flowers in bloom, green leaves swaying in a gentle breeze, the sun high and direct. Azaleen had noticed how early it rose and how late darkness fell at this latitude. With summer days being so long, she imagined they were equally short in winter. She preferred the more even distribution they experienced at home.

Lark and the rest of the VERT team were out on a hike with a local guide, showing them the most beautiful vista on earth, while she sat here waiting. She was about to complain when a young woman approached. Upon closer inspection, Azaleen recognized her as the lead dancer from a couple of nights ago.

“Is Kookomis still keeping you waiting?” she asked, sounding just as put off as the queen. She shook her head and lowered herself into a vacant chair on the porch. “I love my grandmother, but she can be as slow as Christmas.”

Camille replied eloquently, “We understand the annual meeting of chiefs is of great importance, and it’s not our intent to encroach on High Chief Batise’s schedule. I don’t believe we’ve been introduced. I’m Ambassador Camille Navarro, and this is Queen Azaleen Frost.”

“Renée Rivard.” A bashful smile washed over the young woman’s face as if she were embarrassed for forgetting her manners. “Just call me Renée.” She rose gracefully and extended both hands to Azaleen, then Camille. They both clasped hands with her in greeting. “I am so pleased to make your acquaintance. Our greeting word is kwey, which is like hello.”

“Kwey, Renée.” Azaleen practiced the new word. Renée stood as tall as Azaleen, her long, straight brunette hair loose around her shoulders. Nut-brown eyes brimmed with questions and bright energy, a picture of her generation’s hope. “I must say how much I enjoyed your dancing the other night. You truly have a gift.”

Her blush deepened. “Thank you. It’s what I love to do. Unfortunately, it isn’t an art I get paid for, and Kookomis has grand plans for me to take on some leadership position, most likely in diplomacy. Creator knows we need a push in that direction.” A nervous chuckle fell from her lips. She was about to return to her seat when the meeting lodge door opened.

Azaleen felt like she and Camille were in a receiving line as dozens of chiefs—most male, but a good number of female—streamed past, bowing and clasping hands. Each dressed according to the fashion of their ethnic groups. It surprised Azaleen how many appeared White, with others of African or Asian descent. Long hair, short, braids, headbands, cloth, buckskin, cotton, and furs were all represented, embellished with colors and styles too many to remember. She recalled the phrase, AlgonCree mosaic—many patterns to form one piece of art, separate yet cohesive.

Once the line of chiefs dissipated, a middle-aged, fair-skinned man with trim brown hair and admiral-blue eyes halted at attention before the queen. Standing taller than the women, he dipped his head, hands clasped behind his back. “Queen Frost, Ambassador Navarro,” he named in calm, crisp English. “I am Laurent Kewatin, Steward of Treaties for the AlgonCree government. It is my great pleasure to invite you to an audience with High Chief Batise. Renée, your grandmother wishes you to attend and observe.”

“That’s why I’m here.”

Kewatin frowned. Renée’s smile broadened.

Shooting Renée a hard stare rather than a verbal reprimand, the steward extended an arm. “If you would please come with me.” He ushered the women inside.

Past a lobby and several offices, the lodge widened into a rustic, inviting conference hall where Batise occupied the middle seat at a large, oval cedar table. The flags of many people groups draped behind her, foremost among them the blue and white wolf banner of AlgonCree. Steward Kewatin offered Azaleen and Camille seats across from the high chief, while Renée slunk off to the farthest end of the table from his spot.

No love lost there, Azaleen presumed as she took her seat. She glanced around at the others present, recognizing Steven Batise from their first meeting. Also present were a broad-shouldered man with a crooked nose, a short, stout woman with a round face, and an olive-skinned man, his long hair streaked with silver. All other seats at the immense table lay empty.

“Thank you so much for making the time to see us, High Chief Batise,” Camille began in a grateful tone. “Aurora is such a beautiful community; it has welcomed us with open arms. We are honored by your hospitality.”

The old chief smiled, lines crinkling at her bright eyes. “Queen Azaleen is the first head of state to visit us. It is I who am honored. My steward of treaties, Laurent, whom you have met, was most certain you’d never accept our invitation. I consider it a win that you proved him wrong.”

Batise smirked at Kewatin, who opened his palms on the table, lifting a shoulder. “We’ve issued invitations in the past, but everyone deemed such a trip too dangerous.”

“Let me introduce the stewards of my council.” The high chief gestured to her right. “You’ve met Steven, my son, and beside him is War Chief Joseph Wasaykeesic, whom I’m certain is the man you are most interested in impressing.” She indicated the muscular man with the crooked nose and weathered brown skin. A black ponytail trailed down his back over a military-style coat. He nodded to Azaleen.

“And this is Enola Misquah, our steward of spirits.” The old woman motioned to the round-faced woman on her left. She carried the scent of cedar and smoke, radiating with an aura of wisdom beyond her years.

“If I may ask,” Azaleen ventured. “I’m not familiar with the title ‘steward of spirits.’ Are you a religious leader?”

Enola’s knowing eyes shone with good humor. “In a manner of speaking, but not like you might suppose. We believe humans are but a part of creation, all of which is sacred to Creator. My purview includes forestry, conservation, and spiritual leadership, as it is our responsibility to live in harmony and respect for nature. Forty-five years ago, human mistakes brought the terrible Rain of Fire and Time of Smoke upon all the land. Now we must work with Mother Earth to heal that which was rent, both on the planet and within our souls.”

“Thank you, Steward Misquah,” Azaleen replied. “Yours is truly a worthy calling.”

Enola pressed her lips into a curved line and lowered her gaze in humility.

“And I’m Benoît Tremblay-Maskwa,” said the last man at the table, his tone both warm and exacting. “Steward of Wisdom.” He pressed slender fingers to his chest in a slight bow. He had the well-defined nose, prominent cheekbones, and strong jawline of a man of French descent. “I oversee the departments of education and justice. A proper education is the strongest deterrent to crime, do you agree?”

“Indeed,” Azaleen replied. “I imagine your equitable distribution of resources plays a prominent role as well.”

Steven Batise nodded. “Quite.”

“High Chief Batise, distinguished stewards, we have come to negotiate in good faith, to offer you a valuable trade deal. I’m certain cotton, which can only grow in warmer climates, is in great demand, and we have plenty to offer. Not just raw cotton, but finished cloth for smooth, soft sheets, warm-weather clothing, and undergarments that don’t itch or chafe.”

“Yes, yes.” Batise waved her proposal aside. “We’ll get to those details later. Today, I want to get to know you and you to see me, my son, my granddaughter. You did not bring your family?”

What was this—a negotiation or a social exercise? Would they ever reach the matter of defense? Azaleen bit her tongue. She needed these people’s support and couldn’t risk offending them.

“No, honorable high chief, and I apologize if I appear impatient. My oldest son, Eldrin, wished to come, but I insisted he stay behind. Should anything go wrong on our journey, he is my heir and must be kept safe.”

“And your husband?”

Azaleen swallowed. She didn’t come here to discuss her personal life. “He passed away years ago, as I understand yours did also. It appears neither of us mustered the energy nor inclination to take a second husband.”

“Yes, but I’m old,” she answered in self-deprecating fashion, “while you are still young—younger than Steven, I’d wager.”

She glanced at Steven, who seemed content to remain a spectator in the discussion.

“The burdens of leadership consume most of my time,” Azaleen admitted, “and caring for my children and mother.”

“Then you have no helpmeet, no one to love, to love you?”

Although the grandmotherly chief’s concern felt genuine, the line of questioning made Azaleen uncomfortable. What did any of this have to do with a treaty?

“If I may speak plainly,” Azaleen said.

“Please do,” Batise encouraged. “That is why I ask the question, to see what sort of woman and leader you are. Speak plainly and truthfully, as though we were old friends.”

“I can’t hold power and allow myself to love. The two stand in direct conflict. I feel that if I don’t devote my full attention to the kingdom, I’ll fail, and I cannot fail. Millions of lives depend on me, as I know you understand. I’ve known love, borne children, and now I must put my kingdom first. It is a sacrifice I’m happy to make for the well-being of many.”

“I see.” The elderly leader folded her hands together before her on the table, her enigmatic gaze fixed on Azaleen’s. “You speak of power and what you must give up to keep it, but you misunderstand a great truth. There is but one power in all the universe, and that power is love. Indeed, without love, you have no power.”

Batise’s words slammed into Azaleen like a blacksmith’s hammer blow to her chest. Could this be true? All this time, had she been denying herself the one great power she needed most to lead? She must have looked like a deer in headlights, reeling from the revelation.

“Don’t let Kokum mess with your head.” Renée rose from her seat in the corner, sauntering toward the table, her eyes locked on the high chief. “She’s always trying to meddle in my love life too.”

“Little goose,” Batise chided, her face hardening. “Is that any way for a future ambassador to talk to her high chief?”

Rounding her grandmother’s chair, Renée laid her hands on her shoulders and brushed a kiss to each cheek. “It’s true. You’re a meddler—a very well-intentioned one, but nonetheless … All these personal questions have made our guests uncomfortable. And what have you gained?”

Juliette Batise patted Renée’s hands and peered over her shoulder at her granddaughter. “Now I see Queen Frost. Though she has much to learn, she shows respect, and she loves her people more than her own happiness. An excellent place to start.”


Chapter forty
Betrayal


Dominion, Red River Republic, same day

Colt Irons paced outside the locked door to Justice Hall, two of Vexler’s secret police eyeing him sternly. The Wellspring Ledger had printed the truth about the slaughter at Chickasaw with photographs. Vexler’s stormtroopers had discovered their underground press, arrested all present, and erased every trace the paper had ever existed. General Maddox was already inside, no doubt with General Garcia testifying against him.

With an abrupt halt, he exhaled, glancing around the foyer: founders’ portraits, the national seal—crowned hammer on an anvil surrounded by flames—eagle crests, banners in red and black set against smoke-gray walls, and plaques bearing platitudes such as “Democracy Forever,” and “Power to the People.” He felt sick.

The heavy oak door creaked open. A stern bailiff addressed Colt. “Captain Irons, they’re ready for you.” Squaring his shoulders, Colt raked his fingers through his hair, lifted his chin, and entered. The bailiff wore a sidearm; Colt didn’t.

Despite the familiar trappings, the chamber barely resembled a courtroom. General Crane, looking weary and old, sat at the accused’s table beside Reverend Quell, of all people. He was no attorney, and he wouldn’t speak the truth on Maddox’s behalf. Colt continued with slow, deliberate strides, his boots striking the wooden floor under harsh, accusing lights. Colonel Vexler played the role of prosecutor with Colt’s father looming over the proceedings from the judge’s stand. Deep crevices of smoldering disgust twisted his once charismatic face into that of a despot. No press. No impartial witnesses. An icy chill slapped Colt.

The rest of Iron’s cronies sat near the front, along with two faces he’d hoped he wouldn’t see—Jace and Mom. His brother glared, eyes hard as carnelian. Mom stared at a spot on the floor, not even glancing at him as he passed. The bailiff showed him to the witness chair.

“We aren’t bothering with swearing oaths,” Vexler declared in derision. He wore black, as always, bald head reflecting the bright lights. A fan droned from a corner. “These proceedings are private, but don’t be fooled—they carry weight.”

“I have no patience for traitors,” spat Irons. Angling toward Colt, he added, “even if one’s my own son.”

Colt gripped the armrests, his jaw set. “I’m no traitor, Father, and neither is General Crane. You sent us to massacre unarmed civilians, peaceful protestors.”

“No!” thundered the president, his face reddening. Colt couldn’t reconcile the man in the judge’s seat with the one who’d played with him as a boy. “That filthy, unpatriotic rag lied—bogus account.”

“Mr. President.” Colt contradicted him through clenched teeth, leaning closer to his irate father. “I was there. I know the truth.”

With a menacing snarl, Irons replied in a tone so cold it froze him to the bone. “The truth is what I say it is.”

Letting his words hang, Irons straightened, peering across at General Crane, powerful shoulders slumped, hazel eyes bloodshot. “Maddox, you should have realized that from the beginning. Here, I thought you were on my side, and you go and turn my boy against me.”

“He didn’t!” Colt shot up, fists clenched. “Father, you can’t just go around killing people because they might not vote for you.”

“Didn’t you read the reports of armed rebellion in the Dominion Standard?” Irons asked, shifting his focus back to Colt. “Even the Red River Gazette agrees that our actions were justified. But you couldn’t toe the line.” His expression hardened. “Somehow, you and the traitorous, disgraced Maddox Crane found that illegal rag—Wellspring, or whatever—and depicted a conflicting report. Do you know what that breeds?”

Colt stared at his father, jaw easing open, a Gordian knot tight in his gut.

The president’s voice gentled. “It causes doubt and division—flaws we can’t tolerate. We’re on the eve of invading Verdancia, of claiming what’s rightfully ours, and you think you can do a better job of leading the Republic to greatness than me?”

A dagger of fear pierced his composure. How could he know about that? Maddox wouldn’t have told him. It was his idea. He shot the general a furtive glance; his head remained bowed. Did Dad threaten his son’s life? Torture him until he confessed? The military giant appeared weak and defeated, his hands in cuffs.

If he knew one thing about his father, it was that he despised weakness. Colt stiffened, jutting up his chin in defiance. “Yes, President Irons,” he proclaimed. “I would make a better leader than you. I would engage in trade with our neighbors rather than plot invasions to take their goods like a common raider. I would allow for debate and differences of opinion so that the best results might be attained. Instead of surrounding myself with an echo chamber of sycophants, I would seek fresh ideas and novel solutions. Our military should be protecting us from Burnt Plains bandits and borderlands wildlings. Our resources should be invested in rebuilding the lost civilization, in medicine, and climate renewal. Invading Verdancia is madness.” He tossed a hand in the air. “What happened to you? How did you become …” Colt sneered in disgust, brows narrowed over his stormy blue eyes. “This?”

Silence screamed, but no louder than the blood pounding in his ears. Colt might have just signed his own death sentence, but at least he’d stood up to a tyrant. No eye blinked as the entire chamber held its breath.

With a slow, ominous growl, Irons commanded, “Sit down.”

Satisfied that he could die with his conscience clear, Colt sat.

“You might not care about yourself, foolish son.” The threat in Irons’ voice was palpable. A new jolt of fear rocketed through Colt, draining color from his cheeks. His father smirked. “That’s right. Don’t you want your wife and daughter to live comfortably in safety? And then you and Crane plot a coup. Tsk, tsk.” He wagged a finger at Colt.

“It was my idea,” Maddox testified, fire returning to his eyes. “Luther, I believed in you. I believed in democracy, in the Republic, in the Dominion Party. You are the one who betrayed us. You’ve made a mockery of our principles and ideals. Denounce Queen Frost all you want,” he snarled, “it’s only because you’re jealous. You want to be king.”

“Preposterous,” Irons laughed.

“President for life,” Maddox replied. “What’s the difference? And sending us to murder harmless protestors?”

Irons slammed his gavel, glowering at the general. “No protestors are harmless. You think because they didn’t shoot guns at you that they posed no threat? Fool! Those are the most dangerous kind. You,” he bellowed, bolting to his feet, “are a traitor, a conspirator, and you will pay the price. First, you’ll be publicly disgraced, your stars ripped from your shoulders. Then, before all the soldiers, the citizens, the people of Dominion, the executioner will cut off your head. Nobody defies me,” he thundered. In a hush, he added, “Not even my son.”

Colt tensed as his father turned his wrath toward him. “Colt, I’m sending you to the boil on the butt of the Iron Wastes—Fort Desperado. A few years there should teach you your place.”

Of all the bases and outposts in the Red River Republic, Fort Desperado was the most notorious. Deep in a dry wasteland on the country’s farthest border, casualty rates were high and morale nonexistent. It was where criminals were sent to serve time patrolling the desert. Some considered an assignment there worse than death.

“Harmony and Chloe will remain here, of course, where they can be properly looked after.” A twisted grin curled across his lips. “In case you get any crazy ideas out there under all that sun.”

Colt’s chin dropped, his gaze sinking to the floor. He was beyond sick. “Send Crane with me to the desert,” he suggested. “He served the Republic honorably for decades.”

“No. Someone must be the scapegoat, the bad guy. The people need an enemy to blame. He’s agreed to confess his treachery before the crowds in exchange for his son’s life. Maybe I’ll send the brat to Desperado with you.”

Luther Irons returned to his seat, regaining an air of dignity. “What do you have to say now, Colt?”

There wasn’t much he could say, not while this despot threatened his wife and baby, possibly his mother and brother as well. Luther wouldn’t kill him—he was too cruel for that. Instead, he’d make Colt suffer, manipulate and coerce him, like he did everyone else.

Irons sneered. “That’s right. You aren’t on your high horse now. You see, my friend Bram is extremely good at his job. His spies are everywhere—watching, listening, reporting back. Did you honestly think you and Maddox could get away with your plan?” He shook his head. “I thought you were smarter than that.

“Minister Graves has silenced the Wellspring and its operators. She assures me nobody will believe the false claim they circulated. Beatrice?” Irons shifted his focus to the Minister of Internal Order. “Make sure we have a huge turnout for General Crane’s fall from grace. Bram, inform General Garcia to be on hand to accept his promotion. I need a war minister who doesn’t question my commands. Reverend Quell, please say your prayers over Maddox now. I need you to counsel my son in the virtue of obedience before our secret police escort him onto his train.” Rapping the gavel, he ended the mock trial.
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“I can’t believe it!” Jace thundered. He ran to where Colt still sat in the witness box. Amaretta tried to stop him. It broke her heart to see her sons torn apart, pitted against each other. She also knew who to blame.

“I suppose you’re fine with murdering people,” Colt grumbled, shoving his way out of the booth.

Amaretta glided between them. “Don’t do this.” Her tone resonated with quiet authority. “Not in front of others. Maintain your self-respect.”

Jace seethed, jabbing a finger in Colt’s chest. “Dad is the most powerful man in the world. How dare you disrespect him? This isn’t over.” Breaking away, he stomped off to brood.

Colt started after him. “Jace, wait.”

Amaretta snagged his sleeve. “Let him go. He’ll cool off after a while.” She reached her arms around Colt’s neck, pulling her son to her chest. Squeezing her eyes shut, she held him. To her relief, he hugged her too.

“Mom, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”

It felt good to hold him, her strong, sensitive, incorruptible boy. He smelled of sandalwood and leather, his stubble scratching her face. “I know, Colt. It will be all right; you’ll see.”

“Harmony and Chloe.” His voice cracked against her throat as they held onto one another.

“I’ll look out for them, do what I can.” Amaretta held no position in her husband’s government save eye-candy. She was supposed to look pretty, smile, and agree with everything he said. But she would stand up for Colt’s wife and child. Luther wasn’t the only one with leverage.

Colonel Vexler and the bailiff seized Colt’s arms, ripping him from Amaretta’s embrace. “Time to go, silly boy,” Vexler snapped.

“Please.” He caught Vexler’s gaze, a plea in his own. “One moment with the general. Then you can haul me off to Fort Desperado.”

“Denied.” They continued dragging Colt toward the exit. “Moments with Maddox Crane are what got you into this mess.”

Amaretta refused the tears that stung her eyes. Instead, she smiled and waved goodbye to her oldest son. “Stay safe, Colton Bear. I’ll pray for the day you return to us.”

“I love you, Mom.” The heavy doors thudded behind them. Amaretta paid no attention to the officials or their solemn murmurs. She glanced at Jace, talking to his father. What lies is he filling my son’s head with now? What promises that he’ll break?

She ambled over to where Maddox sat, wrists bound, head down. “I’m so sorry.” The words fell in place of the threatening tears. Luther once loved Maddox, sung his praises in their home at the dinner table, and couldn’t wait to be elected president so he could appoint the war hero to his cabinet. Now he’d condemned him to death. A week hence, would he regret his decision? Or, when the Iron Army was in trouble on the battlefield, when Garcia’s tactics couldn’t match Crane’s, would Luther admit his rash judgment?

Their old friend lifted a broken countenance to her, a smile curving between his whiskers. “You raised a good man, Mrs. Irons. You should be proud. Colt’s a good man.”

She was done for. The river of tears she’d been clinging to rushed down her face without reserve. Fumbling in her bag, she produced a handkerchief to mop them with. “Thank you, Maddox. I am proud.”

“What’s that you say?”

Amaretta froze as Luther sidled up beside her, his palm pressing to the small of her back.

“I was telling General Crane that I was proud … of his service to the Republic before his recent lapse in judgment. This is a sad day for our family and our nation, don’t you agree?”

“Certainly, it’s sad.” Luther’s voice sounded anything but. “It’s always a bleak day when one is stabbed in the back by his friend—or son.” His jaw clenched, his hand’s pressure intensifying. “This has been a trying day for my wife. It’s time for her to retire to our quarters.”

Amaretta listened to the clack of her heels and the clomp of Luther’s shoes as he escorted her down the keep’s hallways in silence. Upon arriving at the door to their apartment, he twirled her toward him.

“You better not harbor disloyal thoughts,” he warned. “So many dangers at Fort Desperado. It would be a shame if Colt didn’t make it back.”

Her eyes flashed with the heat of a warhead. “You won’t harm your own son.”

Luther arched a brow. “I have a spare.”
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Two days later

Amaretta refused to attend the execution about to take place atop the keep’s walls, making the excuse of being ill. She was sick, truly sick in her soul about the changes that had warped the man she once loved into an ego-driven, power-crazed dictator. Outside, Luther gave another rousing speech, listing a litany of crimes Maddox was accused of, presenting witnesses who condemned him as a traitor. He even concocted a fake assassination attempt story for extra weight.

At first, the crowd had been solemn, unconvinced. After a while, boos and jeers sounded, and angry shouts called for Crane’s head.

Opening her underwear drawer, Amaretta rifled around, pushed a button, and a secret compartment clicked open. She drew out a small tube, a square of paper, and a pen, and carried them to her antique secretary’s desk. Considering what to write, she recalled her early days with Luther. He’d started out as a businessman, running a dry-goods store in Dominion back when it was called Wellspring. He had been so handsome and charming, a very likable fellow, who treated her like a princess. With ambition and a good head for business, Irons Mercantile expanded from one store to three. He could sell a fellow the shirt on his own back.

She recalled how happy he’d been when Colt was born and how he showed him off, bragging about him every chance he got—the same for Jace. Luther was always a good provider and used to be an occasional churchgoer until one day he attended a Quell revival. The reverend had taken him aside afterward and told him what a marvelous politician he’d make. “Think of all the good you could do,” he’d urged in temptation. Luther didn’t give it serious consideration until Quell sold him on his belief in Manifest Destiny. Colt had been in his early teens, and Jace an awkward tween, when Luther ran for his first election and won. There was no stopping him after that.

Amaretta read back over her note, ensuring it was legible. Outside, the crowd roared, followed by a collective gasp. She was glad Colt had already boarded his train for the frontier.

Crane dead. Irons mobilizing. Invasion two weeks. Swinging north, crossing in the borderlands, spearheading south to hit Marchland. Coastal incursions, probable.

There wasn’t much room left on the scrap. What went wrong? she wondered in despair. It hadn’t happened all at once—a compromise here, turning a blind eye there, an insincere handshake, the adoration of the masses. Somewhere along the line, he stopped being her husband and transformed into a monster.

Outside, a band struck up the national anthem. A hollow ache tore through Amaretta. Colt and Maddox were right. This had to end.

Taking the pen, she added one more word. —Whisper


Chapter forty-one
Thread of Accord


Aurora, the day of Crane’s execution

Lark leaned back in a rocking chair, her feet crossed on the front porch railing, enjoying the pleasant weather while people-watching. Even though Luke had estimated the meeting lodge to be at least thirty years old, the wood still looked and smelled fresh. She’d walked with Azaleen from the inn a short while ago for another day of negotiations. While the queen continued to say everything proceeded smoothly, Lark could tell her nerves were frazzled. Last night after dinner, she just sat in the lobby for an hour, staring at a cedar knothole as if in a trance. Finally, she’d dared to disturb Azaleen, to ask her if she was all right. “Just thinking,” she’d answered.

“Look over there.” Skye, occupying the neighboring rocker, pointed to a rectangular concrete slab past the garden, sprawling before the capital building. Luke and Diego, sticks in hand, tussled over a puck with street hockey players. At the opposite end of the plaza, Harland looked at home chatting with a wire-bearded fellow who could pass for an eighteenth-century French fur trader. Wes, smoking one of his homerolls, laughed with a trio of tech nerds drooling over electronics.

Aurora presented a splendid vista—a lush valley crossing a pristine river, framed by tree-covered mountains, and cottony clouds painted on a bright blue canvas, with warm sunshine, never oppressively hot. Historic churches rose between log cabins with stone chimneys, wood-plank businesses beside painted stucco facades. Closer to the river, warehouses and waterwheels dominated, providing goods and services to the community. The smell of smoking fish drifted by from somewhere.

“My money’s on the captain,” Lark said. “Diego’s meatier, but Luke’s got moves. Where are the skipper and Flynn today? They finished reoutfitting the Halcyon, didn’t they?”

“Yeah.” Skye flicked her a glance. “Rory said something about a salmon run and lit out before dawn. Oh my God—here she comes!” Skye straightened, trying three different poses before settling on a standard leg cross.

Lark grinned as the shawl dancer—long legs, sassy hip-swing—strode up the steps. “Hi again.” Skye waved, offering a friendly smile.

Playful lights danced in the woman’s eyes. She tossed her hair back with a careless flick, the hint of a smile tugging at her lips. “Good morning.” Sashaying past them, she glided into the lodge with honey-badger confidence and snow-leopard allure.

Skye exhaled, tipping her head back and closing her eyes while Lark’s suspicion turned to certainty. “You like her.”

“Don’t be silly,” Skye quipped. “I don’t even know her name.”

“Azaleen said it’s Renée something. She’s the high chief’s granddaughter. You should get your aunt to introduce you.”

Skye craned her neck, gaping at Lark. “Azaleen, now, is it? Just who has eyes for whom?”

“Queen Frost,” Lark rushed to correct, dropping her boots from the rail to the deck planks. She buried nervous fingers in the longest strands of her hair, fluffing them for no reason. She had to turn this conversation around.

“I didn’t know you were attracted to women.”

Skye laughed, flashing pearly teeth. “I appreciate the finer aspects of all genders, and Renée has a mountain of fine aspects.” She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.

“Well, what have you been spending the whole week with me for?” Lark asked. She waved a hand at the closed door behind them. “Go for it.”

“Yeah, like you’re going for it? Furtive glances, longing looks behind the queen’s back?”

“Hey, I talk to her, and it isn’t the same,” Lark explained. “You have a chance.”

“And you think you don’t?” The laughter evaporated from Skye’s manner, replaced by a reflective expression.

Lark shook her head, lowered her chin, heat searing her cheeks. “Of course not. Even the thought is ludicrous.”

“I don’t know,” Skye speculated. “I think you’re exactly what Queen Frost needs, even if she doesn’t know it yet.”

They let the topic drop, moving on to debate which of them performed better in the moccasin and dish games they’d played last night. Still, hope sprouted in Lark’s imagination. Maybe there could be something more between her and Azaleen … maybe.
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“Tell us about your current trade deals and how those are going.” Steven Batise shuffled to the next page on his clipboard and slipped on reading glasses. Again, he sat at the high chief’s right, with Steward of Treaties Laurent Kewatin to her left. This time, they gathered in a cozy den with the drapes to a generous window open, inviting in sunlight and fresh air. An exquisitely handcrafted dreamcatcher bearing a wolf motif hung above the dormant fireplace. Azaleen and Camille relaxed in large stuffed chairs with padded backs and comfortable armrests in a circle with High Chief Batise and her inner council.

Azaleen opened her mouth when Renée Rivard waltzed in, taking the last seat. “Sorry I’m late,” she offered with a sincere look. “Wahpun escaped the fence—again—and Mrs. Ochek will have a fit if he digs up her geraniums.” The young woman rubbed her thighs, forcing a smile. Batise wobbled her shoulders, her glare hard on her granddaughter. Azaleen was thrilled the elder chief had worn the gift shawl Orielle had crocheted. She took it as a promising sign.

“Aren’t you the one always fussing at me about keeping schedules?” Batise arched a brow.

“Yes, Kokum. I apologize.” In a demure gesture, Renée folded her hands in her lap.

The high chief returned her attention to Azaleen, who cleared her throat. “We engage with the West African Coalition—a very valuable trade partner—and several of the Caribbean islands. In the past, we honored a trade agreement with the Red River Republic; however, they disavowed it eight years ago and have grown increasingly hostile. Their disposition toward aggression is our primary concern in seeking an alliance with the wise and prosperous nation of AlgonCree.”

“Yes, well, we’ll get to that,” Batise said. “What reason did they give for breaking your pact?”

Azaleen exchanged a beleaguered look with Camille. With a nod, the ambassador took up the question. “The Republic cited social and religious differences between our societies as reasons they could no longer conduct business with us.”

The high chief blinked; Renée leaned forward in confusion. Steward Kewatin responded, “I don’t understand. We’ve not traded with the Iron Realm since the formation of our government—primarily because of the distance and Appalachia’s closed-border policy. They had no complaints with your prices or quality of merchandise?”

“No, sir.” Camille glanced between the Frostlands leaders and swallowed. “They claimed their strict religious edicts forbade them from exchanging money or products with those they deemed morally corrupt infidels.”

Mouths gaped, and eyes rounded.

“Is that what they called Verdancia?” Renée questioned. “What’s morally corrupt about you? Because I haven’t seen it.”

Azaleen stepped in. “We espouse many individual freedoms in our society, among them freedom of speech, religion, and expression. The Republic champions the Old Religion, which is freely practiced in our kingdom. But so are many other faiths and belief systems. They consider any expression other than cisgender heterosexual to be perverted—sinful— while we respect all individuality.”

“They what?” Heat surged into Renée’s cheeks. “They cut off trade with you because people like me have a right to exist in your kingdom?”

“Little goose!” Batise admonished. “Please excuse my granddaughter’s outburst. Two-spirit people are esteemed in our society. She’s never been exposed to prejudice. Your enlightened views on personal freedoms are a value our countries share.”

Azaleen nodded, thankful to have another piece of common ground. “Who are your current trading partners?”

Steven answered, seeming relieved to move to a different topic. “Almost since the beginning, we’ve maintained a robust relationship with the Icelanders. They are always in need of timber, and, while our fisheries run over, we’re happy to acquire different varieties, and, of course, their aluminum.”

With a dumbfounded stare, Azaleen said, “Icelanders?”

War Chief Wasaykeesic raised a palm. “The island nation of the north between our land and devastated Europe. Britannia, bless their souls, was bombed into oblivion, but no warring faction cared about an inconsequential Viking holdover on a rock of ice and fire. I’m surprised you’ve never heard. With their progress practically uninterrupted, they must rival the West African Coalition on the world stage.”

The world stage. Other than wondering when shipments of tea and coffee would arrive, Azaleen had barely spared a thought for the rest of the world. She was too busy scrounging for medicine, producing electricity, and ensuring schools and clean water for every Verdancian. Engineers actively worked on repairing old railways and refitting engines to run on alternative fuels, while inventors disassembled old communication devices, trying various tactics to make them functional. Recently, her focus had shifted to defense with President Irons breathing down her neck. Suddenly, her world became a whole lot wider.

“They probably don’t sail so far south,” said Kewatin with a speculative expression.

“What other news have you from the rest of the world?” Discovering she was behind the curve on information, Azaleen wanted to know everything.

“We’ll catch you up, dear,” promised the high chief. “But first, tell me what your heart’s been bursting to say since you arrived at our pier. I am ready to listen.”

Taking a deep breath, Azaleen settled herself. In a calm and level tone, she spoke with the poise of a queen. “High Chief Batise, distinguished leaders, I am responsible for a kingdom of three million people—peaceful people, who just want to live their lives in safety and freedom, partly to regain what was lost, but mostly hoping to create something more. We have an abundance of arable land, forests, rivers—not unlike here—food to supply our population with plenty. And every year, our winters grow milder. What we don’t have are guns, ammunition, and soldiers to use them. Luther Irons and the Red River Republic have made their intentions clear. My spies report that an invasion could be underway even as we speak.”

She paused to catch each person’s eyes, emphasizing the stakes. “They have adopted a policy called Manifest Destiny—the belief the Republic should, by divine right, rule the continent and everyone on it. High Chief Batise, AlgonCree might be far away from the Iron Realm, but do not be lulled into a false sense of security. After they conquer my kingdom and Appalachia, Irons will come for you. Their lust for land and power is insatiable. It’s not only that I need you, Madam Chief—we need each other.”

Renée leaned back in her chair, an uncharacteristically troubled look dominating her features. The counselors glanced at each other and Batise. The high chief rose, her authoritative presence filling the den. “Laurent, Secretary Navarro, will the two of you allow my granddaughter to observe and learn while you draw up the specifics of our treaty with the Kingdom of Verdancia? And Renée, dear, don’t be a bother.”

Excitement whirling in her chest, Azaleen stood, followed by all present. Batise stepped across the floor, extended her hands. Azaleen gratefully clasped them. “We shall be friends. I will retire now to craft our Two Row Wampum belt as a symbol of our oaths and mutual respect. The treaty signing ceremony can take place in the city plaza, midday on Friday. That should give our diplomats and event organizers time to prepare.”

The bright old woman stretched up on her toes, kissed Azaleen’s cheeks, and stepped back with an infectious smile. “Welcome to the family.”


Chapter forty-two
Thunder Strikes


Aurora, Friday

Azaleen crossed the platform in a gown of deep Verdancian green, its gold trim catching the sunlight. Across her shoulder lay a white-and-blue sash woven in AlgonCree patterns, while a multicolored beaded belt at her waist echoed the same designs. The blend spoke more eloquently than words: queen of her own people, ally to theirs. Camille, also dressed in an appropriate blend, accompanied her to stand opposite the high chief and Steward of Treaties, Laurent Kewatin.

Juliette Batise looked stunning in her formal white, draped with the symbolically stitched shawl Azaleen’s mother had crafted so many years ago. Her gray hair fell loose, breeze-touched, while a flowered laurel crowned her head. Dressed in ceremonial regalia, Steward of Spirits Enola Misquah stepped between them, lifting her palms skyward to lead an opening prayer.

Hundreds, if not thousands, of people filled the plaza on the pleasant day, squeezed in tight, bright smiles shining. Azaleen’s people occupied the far end of the platform erected in front of the Grand Meeting Lodge so all who gathered could see the proceedings. AlgonCree security teams patrolled the grounds, with a squad close at hand to protect their high chief should danger arise. Each shouldered a bow or a rifle with a sabre and a sidearm on their belts.

“Oh, Great Spirit, whose voice I hear in the winds and whose breath gives life to the world, we give you thanks.” Enola’s words rang over the hushed crowd. Even the birds’ songs fell into tempo with her prayer, the scent of pine and a honey-sweet floral fragrance invigorating the air.

“You have filled our land with abundance, our hearths with plenty. The mountains, forests, creatures of the land, and fish of the rivers praise your goodness. We are blessed and appreciative of our blessings. Guide us, even today, to walk in a good way with creation and one another.

“Today is a day of healing, of harmony, and of looking toward the future. Just as two rivers carve paths to the sea, may our path and that of our Verdancian friends lead to the same destination, one of peace, good faith, and good fortune. May the spirits of our ancestors guide our community, from many nations, yet one people, bound together in respect and purpose. Hiy! Hiy! Aho!”

The people repeated the phrase. Renée had said it translates, “It is true,” kind of an “amen.”

Enola stepped back, making way for the scholarly Steward of Wisdom, Benoît Tremblay-Maskwa, who raised the Two Row Wampum belt. Azaleen’s focus remained on the elderly high chief who’d weighed and measured her, tested her patience, and found her satisfactory. The entire experience had been good for the queen, who admitted she could use a lesson in humility. She had become too accustomed to issuing orders and gaining immediate results. Although she didn’t comprehend all the ins and outs of how AlgonCree’s government operated, she knew it involved cooperation from more than one individual or small group.

Studying Batise’s face, regal yet beaming with joy, she recalled a conversation she’d had with Lark yesterday. The impertinent woman had asked why Verdancia decided on a monarchy in a manner suggesting she could have easily concocted a more suitable government over afternoon tea.

Azaleen had spelled it out to her in no uncertain terms, beginning with a key correction. “Constitutional monarchy. Why does everyone forget that part? When my grandfather, father, and their leadership team locked themselves in a room to come up with a national plan, they considered all possibilities. If you think about it, throughout human history, monarchies have been the predominant form of government, and not without cause. Legislative bodies are slow to act. Voters are fickle, easily manipulated, and often apathetic to a fault. We wanted a system where things could get done rapidly—decisions made, action plans initiated, results confirmed. However, we did not desire a dictatorship, where the strongest warlord could trample on the people’s rights. In a monarchy, a family raises its children to rule, provides them with the best education, and instills in them the duty and responsibility that accompany power. They drew up a document of laws, ensuring individual liberties, spelling out the powers and restrictions of the king or queen, establishing noble houses, and a council of advisors to oversee their various departments. Is it perfect? Perhaps not, but no system ever tried has been stronger and more efficient than a benevolent monarchy.”

Lark had shrugged before an impish grin curled across her adorable face. “You’re so passionate about it.” Azaleen remembered flushing like she’d just bitten into a fiery red pepper. Well, she was zealous about her nation and the part she played in ruling it. It seemed to be working so far, and this treaty might just be the linchpin to hold it together.

From the corner of her eye came movement in the crowd—a flash of light, sharp reports like fireworks. Then a hail of bullets.

Azaleen rushed at High Chief Batise, assuming her to be the target. Someone slammed into her, knocking her to the platform. It hurt like hell. Her nose burned from powder smoke, her hip and shoulder from the impact. Azaleen forced open her eyes, trying to focus through the pain. Her head spun, her heartbeat racing so fast she feared it would burst.

She glimpsed people diving for the ground. Screams erupted through the gunfire. Soldiers rushed into action. Assassins attempted to flee. The scene spelled utter chaos.

Then she felt it—wet, warm, thick. The coppery odor overwhelmed her.

“Are you all right? Were you hit?” Lark’s desperate voice scared Azaleen most of all, as her guardian’s hands searched frantically over her body.

“I don’t think so,” she answered, still in shock from the unexpected turn of events. Had Irons found out about their negotiations? Did he send assassins to stop the treaty from going through? “But there’s all this blood.”

She turned her gaze to Lark and immediately knew. The scrappy fighter’s face, hovering just above hers, paled and grimaced in pain. She lay protectively atop Azaleen, crimson spreading across her uniform shirt.

The world went away. No longer was Azaleen aware of the tromp of rushing guards, the shrill, panicked cries, or the pop of gunfire. In that instant, no one surrounded them on the platform, shielding dignitaries from harm. She stared, horrified, into the face of the woman who’d just thrown herself in front of a spray of bullets meant for her.

“Yeah,” Lark admitted. “It’s probably mine. But you’re OK?”

A jagged red hole in her shirt … but she’s lying on top of me. How’d she get hit there? Twisting in midair before knocking me down? Shots coming from two directions? Stranger things had occurred during shootouts.

Too frazzled to think, Azaleen wrapped her arms around Lark, pressed her cheek to hers, and clung tight. “I’m OK. You’ll be OK. We’ll get you a doctor as soon as this damn shooting stops. Hang on, Lark. Hold onto me and don’t die.”

“I’ll do my best,” she murmured … and passed out.

An hour later, Azaleen, surrounded by the Verdancian delegation, paced the surgical waiting room, anxious for a report. High Chief Batise had called for the city’s leading surgeon and Steward of Medicine, Noel Starblanket, to head Lark’s medical team personally. Azaleen hadn’t even changed out of her blood-soaked dress. She couldn’t do anything until she heard the words, “Ms. Sutter will be just fine,” from the doctor’s lips.

Batise had only suffered similar bruises to hers when War Chief Wasaykeesic had dived on top of her during the incident. He’d been grazed on the shoulder and was now off interrogating the culprits arrested at the scene.

“Please sit down, my queen,” Luke urged as he gently took her shoulders. “You’re not steady on your feet.” She wasn’t. Her stomach churned; her vision swam.

He steered her into a chair beside Camille, who immediately wrapped her in a hug. Across the waiting area, Renée Rivard sat beside Skye, her eyes shut tight, a cedar rattle scented of sage clutched in one hand. Her lips moved in silent prayer.

Why do I do this? I know better than to allow emotions room. You can’t get attached to people, Azaleen. They just die on you. It’s too hard. Batise was wrong. Love isn’t power—it’s a knife to the heart.

She wiped her hands down her face, just to ensure a tear hadn’t leaked out. Then she straightened, forced a smile toward Camille. “I’m all right. Thank you. It’s just—”

“I know.” Camille withdrew her arms, giving Azaleen space. “I was right there, as shocked as you were, and terrified. I’ve never seen a human move as fast as Lark did, flying across that platform, faster than an arrow. Glad for it too. Certainly, we’re upset she was shot, but, if she hadn’t been, it would have been you. As devastated as we all feel, losing you is unthinkable.”

Is it? Azaleen wondered. If a bullet had pierced her chest, burst open her heart, or struck her in the head, her troubles would all be over. No more decisions. No more failures. Then again, there were her children. She recalled Eldrin’s parting words. “You’d better come back safely. I’m not ready to be king.” And Caelen? She couldn’t break his heart like that. Still. It should have been me.

All eyes turned to the soft-footed entrance of the high chief. Her son walked with her, Steward Kewatin following.

“Dear Queen Frost, I am so sorry about your security woman’s grave injuries. You are all owed an explanation.”

Azaleen blinked. She needed to know who was behind this attack, and it seemed as though the high chief had some answers. Steven assisted her to a chair. Renée ceased her meditations, sitting forward in anticipation. Camille’s hand covered Azaleen’s on her chair’s armrest.

“Not everyone in AlgonCree agrees with the decisions of leadership,” she stated. “We have dissenters and rebels like everyone else, although they are seldom this violent in their approach.”

So, not Irons, Azaleen presumed, focusing her attention on Batise.

“A faction calling itself the Thunder Alliance has been a minority voice in the region for decades. Their only clear objective is to oppose whatever the Council of Chiefs decides upon.” Batise looked her age under these hospital lights—or maybe her face reflected weary remorse.

“Then they didn’t want the treaty to go forward,” Azaleen said.

Batise lowered her chin, hands folded in her lap. Steven answered for her. “We arrested six of the attackers from the plaza today. Two others were killed in the shootout, with a third awaiting his turn for the operating room. They all swear no other members of the Thunder Alliance were involved in the assassination attempt.” His frown deepened. “That doesn’t mean they didn’t know and failed to report the conspiracy. Our officers interrogated the six independently, and they gave similar responses—except for one who refused to speak. Queen Frost and High Chief Batise were both prime targets. They believed that by removing the two leaders, the agreement between nations would fall apart, that the Verdancians would blame Batise’s government and go away angry.”

“They last resorted to violence twelve years ago,” Batise added, “when we established a trade agreement with the independent city-state, Coppertown. They aren’t all members of Indigenous nations unhappy with Black and White equality. I think they’re bound by general discontent and fear of change. This crime will not go unpunished, Queen Frost. Now, we shall pray for your friend.”

“Azaleen,” she said absently. “If we are to be family now, you may forgo formality.”

Batise’s expression softened. “Juliette.”


Chapter forty-three
Heartbeats


Two hours later, the chief surgeon came out, mask pulled down, revealing a neutral expression. Steward of Healing Noel Starblanket’s confidence carried the authority of both tradition and necessity. Neither tall nor small, neither distinctly male nor female, the doctor wore long braids threaded with beads, a reminder of their people’s balance of body and spirit. Their age was as indeterminate as their gender.

Azaleen stood, followed by everyone in the waiting room, with hopeful gazes fixed on the doctor.

“We removed three bullets from Ms. Sutter’s body, two producing minor wounds. The third was tricky, as it perforated her right lung, lodging in a back rib bone. We’ve controlled the bleeding and inserted a chest tube to drain excess air and blood, relieve pressure, and allow the lung to re-expand. She has stitches in her side, hip, and chest at the three entry points. She must be quite the acrobat.”

“Three?” Azaleen’s stomach jutted into her throat.

Dr. Starblanket gave her a reassuring smile. “Right now, she needs rest and a sterile environment to guard against infection. My nursing staff will be watching her for signs of pneumonia, which is our greatest concern at this point. All in all, Ms. Sutter was lucky. She won’t be running marathons soon, but we expect a full recovery.”

A collective sigh of relief filtered through the room. Luke smiled, slapping Harlan’s shoulder. Diego and Wes elbowed each other, grins as wide as rivers. Skye and Renée hugged one another. Juliette gave Starblanket a nod of approval. “Thank you, Doctor. I knew we could count on you.”

“When can I see her?” Azaleen teetered on pins and needles, still struggling under the weight of her emotions. She believed Starblanket’s report, yet she couldn’t relax until she’d seen Lark alive with her own eyes and expressed her gratitude.

They cocked their head at her. “When you’ve scrubbed yourself in a shower and put on clean clothes. Then come back, and my nurses will fit you with a sterile gown, cap, and booties, and disinfect your hands. You don’t want my expertise to go to waste by infecting her with a germ, do you?”

“No, of course not.” Azaleen suddenly felt silly. What must everyone think of her fuss? For once, she didn’t care. Excusing herself, the queen went to the inn to follow the doctor’s orders.

When she returned, they had moved Lark to a private room. The nurse outfitted Azaleen with a blue-green gown to tie over her clean clothes, booties for her feet, and a cloth cap to bundle her hair into. After watching her scrub with antibacterial soap, she allowed the queen into the room.

A monitor hummed beside the bed, lights soft. A plastic tube trailed from the side of Lark’s chest while an IV line plugged into her arm. The powerful woman lying in the bed looked small, a sight that pierced Azaleen like a barb. “If you stay too long, I’ll come run you off,” warned the stern-looking nurse. Then she left them alone, closing the door behind her.

Azaleen quivered. Lark opened her eyes. Her lips quirked, a pleased expression brightening her pallid face. The queen crossed the room, lowered herself on the edge of the bed, careful not to disturb the equipment. “Hey, you.”

Alive. Awake. She’ll be all right. Thank all the gods and angels—she’ll be all right. A joyful, hopeful feeling budded within her belly, expanding to encompass her entire awareness. Azaleen smiled—honest, radiant, warming her from within.

“You came.”

Lark’s eyelids drooped, but a gleam of delight snuck through. Pain meds, Azaleen presumed.

“There’s nowhere more important for me to be than at your side.” The words escaped her lips before Azaleen could filter them. It didn’t matter. It was true. “You saved my life, Lark. Now I’m going to take good care of you.”

“Ahhh.” Lark’s breathing was labored, as if taking extreme effort, but she breathed. That’s what mattered. “I’ll be fine. This place has good drugs.”

“Yes,” she laughed, cheered by Lark’s good humor. She wanted to touch her, to hold her hand, brush her face—something. Azaleen hesitated. “How? What made you run across the stage? It all happened so quickly, and you were just there. Camille said you moved faster than a speeding arrow.”

“Automatic reflex, I suppose,” she answered. The heart monitor beeped in a steady rhythm, granting Azaleen assurance. “Couldn’t let you get shot.”

Lark gazed at her with a dreamy look in her tawny eyes. She reached a hand, cupping Azaleen’s cheek. “You’re so beautiful,” she murmured. “Outside, sure, but inside too … like a rose edged in molten silver …” Her lids lazily fell and reopened. A horrified look blazed across Lark’s gaze before she lowered it, snatching her hand back as if burned.

At once, the sting of disappointment assailed Azaleen’s emotions, her countenance falling. “Why’d you pull your hand away?” Maybe she had this all wrong. Maybe Lark wasn’t attracted to her. Might she think of her as a mother figure? After all, Azaleen was a good deal older. A mortified panic fluttered in her chest. The queen squelched it.

“I’m sorry,” Lark drawled. “It’s not my place. You’re the queen; I’m a swamp rat.” Her eyes drifted shut.

A sharp temper put fear to flight. Indignantly, Azaleen scooped Lark’s hand into hers, lacing their fingers together. “You are no such thing! You are a bright, talented, courageous woman with a heart of gold who charms everyone she meets. You defy gravity—and cheat death. And, and … you have warm hands,” she added, grasping at straws, gently massaging her hand—a hand that, though rough, had felt so pleasurable when pressed to her face.

In a voice so soft Azaleen almost couldn’t hear it herself, she said, “I don’t mind if you want to touch me.”

Lark opened her eyes, gazing questioningly, hopefully, and probably intoxicatedly at her. “You don’t?”

She looked so sweet, so innocent and vulnerable, lying there with tubes and drips and stitches. The expression Lark offered snuck past Azaleen’s last line of defense, through some crack that must have hidden in her armor. It wrapped around the queen’s heartstrings and yanked. Though it made no sense, Azaleen wanted only to taste her, to know how her lips felt. Would they thrill her to the soul—or leave the hardened queen unmoved? It had been so long since she’d let anyone in—not since Aren died. Ten years?

Her mother had been right when she’d quipped, “There’s always a girl.” She’d been hopelessly in love with a young woman her age before the political marriage. To remove temptation, the king had transferred Hellen’s father to Marchland, and her whole family moved away. Throughout her marriage, she’d sustained herself with imaginary girlfriends, deriving pleasure in bed by picturing one of them on top of her, gliding feminine hands across her flesh, ravishing her in secret fantasy. Azaleen had always respected her husband and tried to please him. It wasn’t her fault if her body didn’t respond as expected to a man. It wasn’t his either.

She knew better than to give in to weakness, to let sentimentality and hormones rule over her better judgment. But she realized this wasn’t simply a fleeting emotion or physical stimulus. Azaleen was drawn to Lark like the gravitational forces of stars and planets that couldn’t escape their orbits if they wanted to. She could continue to deny herself or take a chance. No one would accuse Queen Frost of timidity.

Leaning forward, she touched her lips to Lark’s, her heart leaping in her chest. It broke every protocol, crossed every line. So why did it feel so right? Her lips were both soft and firm, tasting lightly metallic from the anesthesia. Lark responded enthusiastically, embracing the kiss, moving her lips in harmony with Azaleen’s.

When doubts and questions battered Azaleen’s brain, she drew back, peering at Lark for a sign. A silly grin stretched across her mouth, and she batted her eyes. “Is this a dream? Because I dreamed this before, you know.”

There was no containing Azaleen’s delighted smile. She kissed Lark’s hand as proof. “No, not a dream, my dear. Whatever is between us is very real.”

Lark’s glow sucked her in again, and Azaleen bent, kissing her for a second time—deeper, harder, longer, their lips and tongues waltzing to unheard music that pulsed in their veins. A rush of euphoria shattered her last defenses. Why couldn’t she have this and still be queen? Was it so wrong for her to be happy, even for a moment?

But Lark was injured, in the hospital, hooked up to machines. Azaleen eased away, still squeezing her hand. “Thank you,” she uttered in sincerity. “Thank you—for saving my life, and for not pushing me away.”

“Is that what this is, a thank you?” Lark’s brows drooped. Azaleen noticed her heart monitor had been racing for a minute.

She caressed Lark’s cheek, drawing her fingertips along her jawline, her thumb over her chin and lips. Azaleen felt the urge to trace every inch of her fabulously toned body. Instead, she did something she’d dreamed of for weeks—slid her fingers through Lark’s unruly hair.

“It’s thank you and more. Tell me what you want, how you feel. You’re in no condition for more now, but … maybe when you’re better.” Azaleen brushed her lips to Lark’s knuckles, then let go, bringing her hands to rest in her lap so she exerted no pressure on her potential lover. Is that how she saw her? Too much adrenaline; too many hormones.

“Now I’m sure it’s a dream,” Lark whispered, her lids closing once more. “Of course I want you. But in what world would you want me?”

“Lark,” Azaleen began, trying to form the right words, though she had no clue what they would be.

The door threw back, and Skye burst into the room. “Queen Frost, we just received a pigeon from General Stark. You need to read this.” The urgency in her voice set off alarm bells.

“You rest now,” she said to Lark and brushed a kiss to her forehead. Leaving her bed, Azaleen crossed to Skye and exited the hospital room with her. “Yes?”

Skye’s long legs set a brisk pace down the hallway to where the rest of VERT waited. Luke handed the tube to the queen. She spilled out the note and read it.

Word from Whisper. Crane dead. Irons mobilizing. Invasion two weeks. Swinging north, crossing in the borderlands, spearheading south to hit Marchland. Coastal incursions, probable. Will be less than two weeks now. Please send orders at once. I’ve put our troops on alert. —Stark

“This is really happening.” In an instant, all thoughts of pleasure vanished as Azaleen faced the reality of war. “We can’t possibly be back in time.”

“Maybe not, Your Excellency,” Luke admitted, “but we can get to Nelanta ahead of the Iron Army.”

“It also depends on what our informant means by two weeks,” Wes suggested. “Two weeks until Irons’ troops leave Fort Rustin, or two weeks before they cross our border.”

“It will take time for them to march north, find a crossing spot along the river that isn’t too close to a radiated red zone.” Diego rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Then they have to go around the Memphis crater to march south.”

“So, it’s feasible that we could arrive in time if we leave now,” stated Harlan.

Azaleen glanced around the space, caught sight of a nurse. “Excuse me,” she called and waved. The nurse strode over with a curious expression.

“Yes? Did you need something?”

“I need to know how long Lark should stay hospitalized?” the queen asked in a brusque, no-nonsense manner. “When will it be safe for her to travel?”

“We could always leave her here to recover,” suggested Wes with a shrug.

The nurse pulled a chart from her station, flipped pages. “Dr. Starblanket plans to remove her chest tube tomorrow and would prefer she stay a few days for observation. Her stitches come out in two weeks. She could go back to the inn in the interim.”

“Luke, you can remove stitches, can’t you?” Azaleen half-asked, half-demanded.

While he nodded, Skye answered, “I can.”

Turning back to the nurse, Azaleen said, “So, two days after today—three total—and if there are no complications, she can leave.”

“That might be rushing things, but—”

“OK.” She cut off the nurse and pivoted to her team. “Luke, I need to meet with the high chief at once. Make that happen.”

Azaleen dropped onto the nearest bench, stripped off the sterile gown, gloves, and booties, and turned to her team, command in her bearing.

“Wes, talk to the doctor. Collect any medical supplies Lark might need on the return voyage. Diego, go find War Chief Wasaykeesic and find out how soon he can have a brigade ready to back us up. Harlan, round up the skipper and mate. Have them meet us in the inn’s lobby. And Skye.” She fixed a commanding stare on the young lieutenant. “Enlist Renée Rivard’s help. I know she’s sweet on you, and Batise dotes on her. We need to invoke the terms of the treaty immediately.”

“Yes, ma’am,” they all answered as one before scattering to obey their assignments.

Standing alone in the hospital waiting area, Azaleen rubbed her temple, a pounding headache coming on. With all the time in the world, why’d Irons have to pick right now to invade, while I’m thousands of kilometers away? Does he know? Is that why now?

She glanced down the hallway toward Lark’s room, torn between her heart and her duty. Lark needed to rest anyway. She’d come back to check on her again in a few hours. Azaleen willed her feet to move toward the exit. I need to compose a reply to Stark, get our defenses rolling. Thank all the gods and angels for Whisper, whoever he or she is.


Chapter forty-four
Safe With Me


Aboard the Halcyon, three days later

“Goodbye!”

A large delegation from Aurora turned out to wish the Verdancians a safe voyage. Lark insisted on waving farewell to them before Azaleen ushered her down the steps, through the galley into their cabin, and ordered her to sit.

“Really, I’m feeling much better,” she insisted.

“I’m sure you are,” Azaleen clipped and pressed an incentive spirometer into her hands. “Now, take slow, deep breaths like the nurse instructed you. I’ll not have you developing pneumonia on my watch.”

Lark rolled her eyes, stuck the mouthpiece between her teeth, and sucked a little ball up the tube, holding it there while Azaleen counted to three.

“Nine more times,” the queen ordered. The boat rocked as the crew up top cast off.

Lark always knew Azaleen was bossy, but she hadn’t guessed she possessed such a protective nature. She’d been in and out of the hospital, checking every few hours and chewing out nurses if the smallest detail was off. The first night, Lark awoke to spy the queen sleeping in the visitor chair, refusing to leave her side. And she’d kissed her. It hadn’t been a dream at all, as Lark discovered whenever they’d managed private moments. Almost worth getting shot for.

Skye tromped in, her usually feisty face sagging with gloom. “Are we switching spots or something?”

“Yes.” Azaleen, sitting beside Lark on what had previously been the queen’s side, glanced to Skye, who hung in the doorway. “You and Camille can share that bed. I have to monitor Lark’s condition, as I’m the one who rushed our departure.” Lark suspected—hoped—there were other reasons for the change in sleeping situations.

Skye shook her head, trudged over, and plopped on her bench. “Not your fault—stupid Luther Irons and his raging followers. Hey, let’s take over the world. Won’t that be fun?”

Camille entered next, much more cheerfully than Skye. “What fortuitous timing!” she chirped. “We managed to agree on all the terms amicably and sign the document before receiving word of the Republic’s invasion.” She made a shooing motion at Skye, who slid over, granting her room to sit. “I must say, I was impressed by the AlgonCree people and the high council.”

“Me too,” Azaleen agreed, adding under her breath, “even if they were interminably slow about everything.” She glanced at Lark. “Five more.” Her pointed look left no room for argument.

Even while conversing about important matters, she’s still focused on my breathing practice. The thought warmed Lark as much as did Azaleen’s nearness. She didn’t bother speculating what would come of their attraction, how long it would last, or whether necessity dictated it remain secret or brief. There were too many variables, too many competing factors, circumstances, and considerations. She determined simply to enjoy every minute spent with Azaleen to the fullest.

Lark felt the motion of the river, the jerk of wind catching in the sails. Skye’s chin fell onto her folded hands, elbows propped on knees. Taking a quick break between exercises seven and eight, Lark asked, “What’s wrong?”

Skye huffed a breath and glanced at the skylight. It was cloudy with a strong chance of rain. “I wanted to get to know Renée better, spend a little more time here. She wanted to come with us, you know—argued with the high chief about it. I told her I wanted her to stay where she was, safe. We don’t know how far the Republic’s incursions will spread, or where battles might spring up. She’s more of a lover than a fighter, and High Chief Batise and I put our feet down. But I miss her already.”

Sucking air through the tube, Lark glanced at Azaleen. If this war lasted more than a few weeks, she’d end up in the thick of it, leaving the queen in the safest spot possible.

“I’m happy you made a new friend, Skye,” her aunt said, reaching an arm around her shoulders, squeezing them. “I’ll be making other trips to Aurora, now that we’re treaty partners. You’re welcome to come along. You did the right thing, though. I know you couldn’t live with yourself if Renée suffered any ill effects from the invasion.”

“Yeah.”

Luke ducked his head to pass through the doorway. “Everyone OK in here?”

“Yes, thank you,” Azaleen replied. “What was General Wasaykeesic’s most recent estimate?”

Having finished sucking a ball up a tube, Lark laid the apparatus down. An hour from now, her new caretaker would be ordering her to do it all over again.

“He’s called up some reserve units to reinforce his eastern division and mobilized a two-thousand-strong battalion of marines,” Luke reported. “This morning, he told me they’d be departing Fort Halifax in a week. They’re running some twenty-first-century frigates, destroyers, and converted freighters with a combination of solar-powered electric engines and diesel backup generators.”

“We could use some of those,” Azaleen said dryly.

“They’ve also got a state-of-the-art nuclear vessel—but, for obvious reasons, they aren’t sending it.”

“Wouldn’t want that falling into enemy hands,” Lark commented.

“For sure,” Skye concurred.

“Hard to say if they’ll catch up with us,” Luke continued, “even though the electric engines run about twice the speed of our sails. Each ship has cannons, the destroyers have rocket launchers, but, like us, they have a limited supply of rockets. Machine guns.” He shrugged, as if ticking off items on a list. “I think they could crush anything Irons sends at us by sea. It’s the land invasion that worries me. If I may ask, what reply did you send to General Stark?”

“You may ask,” Azaleen said, with a calculating sharpness in her beautiful blue eyes. “I instructed him to alert all bases and launch scout balloons to track the Iron Army. While I’m leaving the details to him, I suggested Stonevale’s forces move to intercept north of Tupelo. If my brother-in-law is as clever as he thinks, he can lay a trap and catch the enemy off guard. But we must be careful not to commit our troops without adequate intelligence. Whisper might say the Iron Army is moving here or there, yet their orders and path could change. For that matter, the report itself could be a ruse. That’s why we must have visual confirmation—even if it risks losing a balloon.”

Speaking of being impressed, Lark thought, admiration for Azaleen growing by the moment. Remarkable tactical planning. Of course, the suspicion of being double-crossed always rose to the top with Azaleen, as Lark had witnessed before. It made her wonder when she had been fooled, betrayed, or taken advantage of in the past. Indignation surged—she wanted to punch whoever had hurt the queen, likely long before she wore the crown.

“Excellent thinking, Madam Queen.” Luke cocked his head at Lark. “Are you going to live, Sutter?”

“That’s the plan,” she answered with a cheeky grin.

Luke laughed. “Well, I’d better see if I’m needed topside. Talk to you later.”

“I want some fresh air before it starts to rain,” Camille said and followed Luke out. Lark peered questioningly at Skye.

“Oh, yeah, well …” She stood up and stretched. “I hope everyone likes salmon, ‘cause Pike and Flynn have the ice chests jam-packed with them. See y’all later. Got to go pine over Renée in private.”

As soon as Skye was gone, Lark turned a radiant gaze on Azaleen. “You are such a brilliant leader. Is there anything you don’t think of?”

Azaleen blushed, a surprised laugh spilling from her inviting lips. “I’m glad you think so. I can’t afford to overlook a single possibility. Unfortunately, it happens sometimes.” The levity evaporated from her manner. “Like when the country ran out of medicine. AlgonCree is so far ahead of us in reclaiming lost medical advancements and technology. I’m just glad they can’t grow cotton and need us for something.”

Lark reached for her hand, squeezed it. “We’re good for more than cotton. I think High Chief Batise was impressed with you—our nation’s greatest asset.”

Azaleen leaned closer, hip and shoulder brushing hers. “You are biased in my favor.” Her lips grazed Lark’s cheek.

“I must say, while I always found you the most beautiful, desirable woman on the planet, my opinions on everything else have shifted quite a bit. But you never answered my question from before.”

Azaleen’s brows knit. “What question?”

“The one about why you would want to be with me?” Maybe Lark should let it be, just accept the blessing, no matter how fleeting it might be. But she had never been one to engage in casual dalliances. When she gave her heart to someone, it was all the way. She just needed to know what kind of ride she was in for. Azaleen’s arm snaked around her, pulling her nearer.

“Because …” she began, snuggling close. “I’ve never met anyone like you before. You make me feel safe—not just from physical harm. There’s a rough and tumble, take on the world Lark, and a warm, vulnerable, teddy bear Lark. When I’m with you, it’s like I don’t have to perform constantly. I can put aside the queen and just be me. Outside my home, where it’s just Mama and the boys, I’d almost forgotten what it feels like to be Azaleen. Sabine keeps telling me I need to have someone in my life for balance, for joy, for a shoulder, a support. I don’t know. That’s probably way too much information. Heaven forbid I reveal anything personal.”

Lark cupped Azaleen’s cheek, met her eyes, seeing a tumult. Leaning in, she captured her lips, sending every ounce of affirmation she could into the kiss. Azaleen melted into it, opening, relinquishing, reclaiming something long lost. Her response thrilled Lark more than she could have imagined. Here she was, little Lark Sutter, giving Queen Azaleen Frost exactly what she needed, when she needed it most. She didn’t require promises and platitudes. This was enough.

“You’re safe with me, Azaleen,” Lark cooed, reveling in her touch, her taste, her sweet smell. “Relax and be a woman for a while. And when the world needs the queen, I won’t make demands. Just please, always be yourself with me.”

Azaleen kissed her again, hungry for the touch she’d long denied herself. Pain flared; Lark grimaced.

Backing away, alarm on her face, Azaleen gasped. “I’m so sorry! I forgot for an instant.”

“Oh, don’t apologize,” Lark replied as she readjusted her position. “I want it all—believe me! It’s just these pesky bullet holes.” Shifting again, she laid a hand on her hip. “This one in the gluteus maximus is the worst, though, ‘cause I have to sit on it.”

“No, you don’t.” Azaleen pushed up, moved pillows around. “Lie down. You can roll on your good side, or I’ll get another pillow for your hip. I let myself get distracted.”

Lark stretched out on the padded bench, Azaleen arranging a pillow under her head. She flashed an incorrigible grin. “I like it when you get distracted—especially when I’m doing the distracting. But by the time we get home, my stitches will be out, and I should be in much better shape, fully recovered.”

Azaleen pursed her lips, narrowed her brows. “You had emergency surgery for a pierced lung. I don’t think fully recovered is an accurate prediction.”

Quirking her brows, Lark quipped, “Recovered enough,” and grinned.

Azaleen’s laugh warmed her soul. After pulling up a blanket, the queen edged onto the bench beside her. “If that’s what you want, a lot of rest is required between now and then.”

She began to sing. “Leaves on the wind, not knowin’ where or when, they’ll come to rest again. Hearts on the sea, never knowin’ when they’ll be, swept to the shore again.”

Lark gazed at her in wonder, home tugging at her soul. “Hey, you know the song.”

“Of course, I do.” Azaleen’s smile was the most beautiful thing in the world. “My mother used to sing me to sleep with that song.”

“Mine too,” Lark recalled fondly. “I saw your mother at the festival. You’re so lucky to have her with you. Mine died a long time ago. But I had Gramma, so it’s OK.”

Azaleen took her hand, fingers threading through, and kissed it. “I’m sorry you lost your mother. In a way, I lost mine too. I don’t ever talk about it, but I think I need to share the story with someone.” She went on to pour her heart out to Lark, what a devastating blow losing Thalen had been, shifting focus from him to her as heir, then Edric and Aren’s deaths so close together. “The doctors said it’s Alzheimer’s disease, but I think she just couldn’t face reality and prefers to forget. Either way, she’s always sick with something and frequently doesn’t know who I am.”

Lark drew Azaleen’s hand to her lips. “I am so sorry.” She truly felt Azaleen’s heartache. How draining it must be for her, what an extra burden to bear. And, outside the family and Orielle’s caretakers, nobody knew. Azaleen said that’s how she wanted it. Private matters should remain private. “Please, Azaleen, talk to me about anything—any weight you need lifted, any secret longing. That’s why the Universe brought us together. Sabine is right. Everybody needs someone to lean on.”

Azaleen bent down, kissed her, emotion unrestrained. “I just want you to know—I’d take a bullet for you too.”

The queen left Lark to rest, and she drifted into slumber, the words and haunting melody of the song playing in her head. The wind keeps on blowin’, the river don’t stop flowin’, the spirits are always knowin’, all’s reborn again.


Chapter forty-five
Defenses Drawn


Marchland, Verdancia, three days later

“Cassandra Cade, Lady of Marchland, Warden of the River,” announced Benjamin Hollis, her silver-haired steward who might faint if noble formalities weren’t observed. The urgency of the situation required her to travel to the citadel to meet with base commander General Alexander Longstreet and his second in command, Lieutenant Colonel Miriam Vance. Upon entering the crisp military office, Cassandra noted the fourth person and forced her expression to remain polite.

Augustus Fairborne, a plantation baron whose fortune swelled with every bale of cotton, dared any man—or woman—to hold counsel in Marchland without his voice weighing heavier than the rest. Naturally, the man’s pride never recovered from the Constitutional Convention’s decision to name the Cades as the regional noble family instead of the Fairbornes. He’d nursed a cold feud with Britain Cade, but he wouldn’t press it once Cassandra inherited the title. He’d merely commented on how he refused to engage in competition with a mere woman.

With a haughty chin jerk and a flick of auburn hair, she allowed Hollis to pull her chair at the strategy table. The polite general and colonel rose at her entrance. August remained sprawled in his seat, fingering his waxed mustache like the villain in some old riverboat melodrama.

The general’s office was a soldier’s chamber, stripped of ornament. Rough-hewn furniture, maps spread like battle scars across the walls, and the faint odor of ink and gun oil clung to the air—so unlike the courtly halls Cassandra was used to commanding.

Ignoring his rudeness, Cassandra nodded to Longstreet and Vance and took her seat. “Thank you, Mr. Hollis. You may wait outside.”

From the hallway without came the muted clamor of boots on tile, messengers running back and forth with papers and shouted orders. Hollis glanced toward the door, as if torn between his duty to her and the demands outside. Cassandra allowed him a nod; he had earned a reprieve from formality today.

“Yes, ma’am.” With a sharp pivot, her aide exited the office, closing the four of them in. Outside the window, a tugboat’s horn blew, and a parade formation of cadets marched by. From this elevated level of the citadel, atop the highest point along the river, the view was indeed breathtaking. But this wasn’t a social call. The greatest threat of her lifetime loomed just around the bend.

“I believe we both received the same missive,” Cassandra said to General Longstreet, then flicked an icy glance at Fairborne.

“Indeed,” replied the rugged general. Steady as Marchland’s bluffs, Longstreet was a veteran in his early sixties—his military line stretching back generations. A scar carved a mark through one bushy brow, his chin as firm as marble. “I felt an urgency to include Mr. Fairborne, as his cotton plantation—thereby the economy of the city—lies in jeopardy.”

“A fair point,” Cassandra conceded. “What’s your strategy? The Cade family is prepared to do its part to defend Marchland.” It always sounded weightier for her to say “the Cade family” than simply, “I”, even though she was pretty much it. Her aunt and uncle, with their chicken ranch, paid little attention to matters at court, and she didn’t like to drag Suzanne into risky business.

“I’ll be selecting a team to fly out by balloon, scouting our enemy’s position,” Longstreet stated. “General Calder is sending a squad from Stonevale as well. The queen and General Stark are right. We must know where they are before we can guess where they’re headed or when they’ll arrive, but it’s almost certain Marchland is a primary target.”

Just as I feared, Cassandra thought. That’s the price of governing the town that holds our largest base.

Vance noticed. “Don’t worry, Lady Cade,” she said. “We sent our engineers with a battalion of workers to construct fortifications around the city. As we speak, they’re stacking sandbags and erecting a wooden palisade to keep the invaders out.”

“In three hundred years, this fortress has never been breached,” Longstreet declared. “Even with overwhelming numbers, Irons doesn’t stand a chance.”

The fortress might have stood for centuries, but Cassandra knew even the strongest walls could crack under enough pressure. She feared it might crumble on her watch.

“The only time enemy forces ever occupied it was after a long, beleaguering siege. That is the eventuality we must plan for. Poor folks back in 1863, reduced to eating rats, and when those ran out …” Longstreet shook his head. “I don’t intend for that to happen to us. I’ve ordered unused space converted into stockyards and a year’s supply of canned and freeze-dried rations. We have far more civilians to feed than old Vicksburg, but the hard lessons of history are on our side.”

“That’s where you come in, Lady Cade,” Vance said, leaning forward, an eagerness across her face. “The people adore you. All you need do is say the word, and the residents will fall all over themselves to gain your approval. Prepare an inspiring speech encouraging them to take immediate action. Board up windows and doors to protect from stray gunfire. Conserve water, food, and resources. Those who are able should volunteer for the militia. You can stir their hearts and bolster morale like no one else.”

It was flattering yet true. Cassandra was not only a noble but a celebrity to the masses. “But will there be enough food and water to sustain us through a siege?” she asked, recalling the lean years of her childhood—the tornado that tore apart granaries, the drought and boll weevil, the bird flu that wiped out hundreds of chicken ranches. A siege could be far worse.

“Our tanks and cisterns hold enough water for six months, barring too many fires,” Longstreet added under his breath. “And we can always use hand pumps on the wells to get more. We’re calling for area farmers to harvest their corn, oats, and hay—even if it’s too early—to have feed for the cattle. As long as the supplies I’ve ordered arrive and residents cut back … but Irons doesn’t want to sit around for months waiting for us to capitulate. I believe he’ll waste his soldiers’ lives in numerous futile attacks. Either way, we’re Marchlanders; we hold strong.”

Fairborne shifted uncomfortably, a look of dismay widening across his pasty face, drawing down his thin lips. Around the general’s age, the cotton baron displayed a fraction of his physical strength or moral fortitude.

“What about my plantation? It’s far outside the city limits. Who will protect it?”

Vance answered, “Bring your workers into town. We’ll billet them in hotels and boarding houses. If Lady Cade enacts an immediate price freeze,” she suggested, glancing to Cassandra, “there’ll be no chance of gouging.”

Cassandra nodded, making a mental note. Maybe she should have brought paper and pencil to write everything down.

“But my crops!” Fairborne tossed his palms in the air. “The cotton won’t be ready for over a month.”

“Realistically,” Longstreet laid out, “the Iron Army will destroy everything in its path. If we survive this, you’ll have a new crop next year.”

“Sir.” Fairborne straightened, haughtiness where concern had just reigned. “Do you forget where the wealth of this nation originates, where the money to pay your salary comes from? Spare a company to protect my fields. It’s the least you could do.”

Cassandra lowered her gaze, wiping a hand across her mouth at his foolish request. Longstreet gave him a withering look and shook his head. “Mr. Fairborne, you don’t seem to comprehend the gravity of the situation. What defense would a few hundred soldiers be? The Iron Army marches eighty thousand strong. I won’t condemn my troops to die defending your ego. You were invited as a courtesy. If you have nothing useful to add, remain silent.”

Fairborne grumbled, pushing back in his chair, his brows scrunching to his cheekbones. “I’d sooner cut a deal with Irons,” he grumbled. “He wouldn’t torch profitable fields.”

“Don’t count on it,” Cassandra replied. She recalled the offer General Crane had sent—to spare the city and its residents if they surrendered without a fight. Except, according to the report, Crane was dead. Would the new general be as merciful? She doubted it. “I’ll order the price freeze today and plan a citywide gathering for tomorrow evening at six o’clock in the school stadium. You’ll have your rousing speech and the full backing of House Calder.” She could feel Fairborne’s glare without bothering to look.
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Stonevale, same day

Perched atop a rocky ridge, jagged and foreboding, towered the stone walls of Highcrest Hall, like a medieval castle set down in the Tennessee hills. Roderic stood atop the battlements with his father, Lord Thorne Calder, taking in the sweeping view of Stonevale and the valleys beyond. Its position made it both a symbol of Calder authority and a literal fortress. A banner displaying the family sigil flew overhead—a silver falcon over a mountain peak.

Below, the courtyard bristled with reminders of Calder pride—rows of weathered helmets lining the walls, rusted halberds crossed above the gates, and a carved stone falcon so old its beak had crumbled away. Every relic whispered the same message: this house was forged for war and would not be forgotten. Roderic had grown up here, these chiseled rocks his playground. He hoped to be buried here … one day in the distant future.

“By honor, we rise,” quoted his father, gaze steady to the west. “It’s our family motto for a reason. Your ancestors built this castle long ago, foreseeing its future necessity. Now, you have the chance to fulfill the culmination of our lineage’s dream.”

Roderic shifted his stance to catch the lord’s gaze. “How do you mean? I’m about to ride into the greatest battle since the War of Ruin and likely not return. You know the odds as well as I.”

A sly smile tugged at his father’s lips. His russet eyes shone under white brows, and he brushed a gnarled finger down his nose. “You have a singular opportunity, my son. If you and the Stonevale army turn back the Republic’s invasion, you’ll be hailed a hero—the nation’s savior. While Queen Frost appears weak, running to the Frostlands to beg for help, you’ll stand powerful as Verdancia’s defender. Who knows? You could snatch victory before she even returns.” His clawlike fingers seized a fistful of air, clamping shut. “The people will demand you become their king. I can sway Lady Cade and Lord Whitfield to side with us if you do your part and defend the realm.”

“They outnumber us too greatly, Father.” He tried to make the lord see reason. Although he respected his father, he was of the mind that the old man should step down. Roderic was in his prime, not tottering about in a world of fantasy, inventing victories where they didn’t exist.

“Ah, but we have the home-ground advantage. General Crane was a legend, but he no longer leads the Iron Army. Does this new commander know our rivers and swamps, where pitfalls and dangers await? You can lay a trap for him, snare him in its steel jaws.”

Wheels and cogs spun in Roderic’s mind as he gazed back over the vast vista, working his jaw in consideration. “Still, they’ll arrive with a force ten times ours.”

“Send a pigeon to General Longstreet at Marchland,” his father suggested. “Combine your forces and meet our enemies before they can dig in, grab a foothold across our border. You did send the scout balloon as General Stark ordered, didn’t you?”

“Yes, of course.”

“When they report back, we’ll know exactly where the Iron Army is and approximately how many soldiers march with it. Remember your geography. There are but a handful of possible spots to cross the Mother River. That would be the best place to spring your trap.”

Roderic leaned his elbows in an embrasure between two merlons. “They could have already crossed.”

“Yes, yes, well, we’ll find out soon enough.” Thorne joined him at the battlement, his father’s excitement almost tangible. “Let’s go through some of the war history books in our library, see what Alexander or Napoleon might have done. I’ll roll out our best physical map to study the terrain. Stark said we should mobilize to intercept, anyway. But if we play our cards right, do more than slow or inconvenience the invaders—if our army crushes them—then nothing will stand between you and the crown.”

The more his father spoke, the more his words resonated with Roderic. As much as he wanted the title Lord of Stonevale, he yearned for the throne all the more. And that insufferable King Edric Frost wouldn’t even give Aren’s sons the Calder name. King Calder, he pondered, and not for the first time. His younger brother had his shot through marriage, but it failed in the end. Now he had an even more honorable path to rulership—a great military victory. It worked for George Washington, he recalled, and Napoleon, Alexander, Caesar … so many great generals. Why not me?

Roderic straightened, renewed ambition saturating him with confidence. “The soldiers are already on alert. I’ll order the supply trucks packed and call up the militia, swell our seven thousand to ten. Then I’ll meet you in the library to research strategies and tactics. While I can’t guarantee success, we can at least give them a bloody nose, make them reconsider their actions. Who knows? With Longstreet’s cooperation, we might just pull it off.”

Lord Thorne Calder slapped a hand on Roderic’s broad shoulder, his face beaming with pride. “That’s my boy. What does the invader have invested, far from his home and loved ones, fighting only to serve a leader he doesn’t know? But we defend our own soil, protecting our families and way of life. Remember, steel will break before spirit does, and the Calder spirit is as sure as these stones. You can do it, son. I have faith in you.”

In that moment, Roderic found faith in himself too.


Chapter forty-six
Vows and Codes


Clover Hollow, Soren’s matching day

Soren stood with his family in the social hall beside the chapel, wearing his best black suit, hair precisely gelled. “She looks like a lumberjack.” Gabriella folded her arms, tossed her hair, and looked down her nose at the match. The woman’s dark-blonde curls coiled at her neck, which, combined with her sturdy build, suggested a female Nathan. What a coincidence … or was it?

“She’s a basketball player,” Soren answered, “and a psychology major at The Institute. Quite brilliant, I’m told.” He fidgeted, shuffling his highly polished shoes.

“The Oracle matched them, Gabriella,” their mother explained, fingering her daughter’s dark brown hair. Nadia glowed brighter than Soren could ever recall, clearly overjoyed at his marriage. “That means she’s the perfect bride for your brother—even if you don’t see it.”

Soren’s throat and chest tightened. He felt overwhelmed and wanted to bolt. I should have gone with Nathan. Whether fear or ambition had rooted him here, he wasn’t certain. Too late now. In a few minutes, they would be called into the chapel where the joining ceremonies were taking place, and then he’d be married. To a woman. That woman. He recalled seeing her in the cafeteria, but they attended different academies and focused on disparate fields at The Institute. Her hobby was sports, his, art. Could the Oracle have made a mistake?

“Yeah, well,” Gabriella muttered, her frown deepening. “What’s her name?”

“Krystal Smith,” Soren answered. “Krystal with a ‘K’.” They’d officially met for the first time yesterday, right after the matches were announced. She struck him as confident, ready to take on the world. He’d been terrified. What kind of performance will she expect from me in the bedroom? Children are required, but …

“Go on, son,” his father prodded, nudging his shoulder. “Go speak to her. Let her know how happy you are that the Oracle matched you. Her family name might not carry the clout yours does, but I checked her out. She’s an extraordinary young woman.”

Bat wings flapped in Soren’s stomach. He reached up to smooth his already perfect hair. “OK.” He knew it was the polite thing to do. Slowly, he forced one foot in front of the other.

Blue balloons and white trilliums brightened the hall; banners read: “Unity Is Strength,” “Pure Body, Pure Mind,” “Together as One.” Tables laden with refreshments—lemonade, tea, punch, nuts, and cookies—stood in the center for all to enjoy. Other families laughed, chatted, happy smiles all around. Cheery background music played softly through the speakers.

As Soren slogged past them, he couldn’t help but picture Nathan instead of the tall woman in the white dress standing across from him, waiting, smiling, wanting him. If only the law were different, if there might be exceptions. But Nathan was gone. He had run rather than conform to Appalachian tradition. At least I’m patriotic, he told himself. I stayed to do my part while he took the easy road.

“Hi,” Soren said, stopping in front of Krystal. She was a little taller than he, not as tall as Nathan. Her eyes weren’t his multicolored green and brown, but a rich walnut, sharp, hinting of vast knowledge. She seemed to study him like the subject of an experiment, making him feel self-conscious.

“Hi,” she answered. “Nervous?”

“A little,” he lied. Petrified fit better.

Krystal moved closer, took his hand, and steered them away from her family to an empty corner, ratcheting up Soren’s discomfort. What was she going to do? He got the impression she could physically injure him if she so desired.

“Look, let’s get a few things out of the way,” she said in a low, take-charge tone. “You’re destined to sit on the College of Ministers. I’ll make sure that happens. When you rise, I rise. Any questions?”

She looked like a hawk eyeing a mouse, and he was the mouse. Soren stood quivering for a moment, not sure what he should say or do. After an eternal second, he asked, “Can you cook?”

Krystal’s lips quirked, a gleam shimmering on her angular face. She arched a brow. “Can fish swim?”

A nervous laugh escaped Soren’s lips. At least she has a sense of humor.

“I understand you’re an artist,” Krystal commented, taking his arm, veering them back toward her family.

“I draw and paint,” he answered, “but I’m a computer scientist—data harmonization and programming, like my father. And you play basketball?”

She bumped his hip with hers and smirked. “You know I do. Hey, no expectations tonight, OK? We have time to work things out. But after today, our futures will be entwined for a long time. I say we make the best of it.”

Hearing her say that lifted a weight from Soren’s chest, and he smiled for the first time since entering the hall. “That sounds like a plan.”

In the Unity House chapel, First Shepherd Severin Dray officiated their service and a dozen others. His robes were snowy white, braided golden cord in place of the usual fog gray. A pendant of the all-seeing eye in a pyramid hung around his neck by a silver chain. Dray might look ordinary—middle-aged, balding, slight-framed, long nose—but his voice held power and authority.

He led Soren and Krystal in their vows, which included treating each other with respect, financial and intellectual partnership, and staying together at least until two children had been born—preferably raised. Both understood these were unbreakable vows.

“You will grow to love one another as life-partners and helpmeets,” Dray said. “Two flames burn brighter than one, and bound hands cannot be broken. The Oracle chose you for each other. You arrived as two; now, depart as one, for the Oracle knows best.”

Music played, witnesses cheered. In keeping with tradition, she kissed him on the lips. Krystal’s hand closed around his with a pressure that steadied him—firm, warm, deliberately grounding. “Smile,” she hissed between gleaming teeth, then led them down the aisle.

The two fathers met the couple at the chapel door, giving them each congratulatory hugs. “What a blessed day!” Adélard Delacroix also embraced Krystal and shook her father’s hand. “They make a fine couple, don’t you agree?”

Mr. Smith rubbed a knuckle under his eye as joy radiated from his face. “I’m so proud to be joined to your family through the marriage of my daughter, and relieved. She could have ended up with a ruffian or a drunkard, bound to a disreputable name. Thank the Oracle for this blessing. A fine couple indeed.”

When Adélard slapped his hand on Soren’s shoulder, he felt his father’s pride surge through the contact, encouraging him that all would be well. “Now, son, off to your honeymoon. First, a cruise up New River to Bluestone Lake, then two nights in a cabin all to yourselves. And no studying—there’ll be time for schoolwork when you return.”

“I’ve heard the restaurants in Hinton are top-notch,” Mr. Smith commented. Soren didn’t know. The only times he’d ever left Clover Hollow were when his father had taken the family with him on a government trip to Parkersburg, and when he’d spent the summer in Harmony Ridge.

Instantly, his thoughts flicked to Nathan. He pictured his smiling face, his muscular chest and shoulders, his magic touch. Then he glanced at Krystal. I’m married to her now and will probably never see Nathan Frye again. There’s no point in thinking about him. This is the life I chose. Like Krystal said, let’s make the best of it.

Attendants tossed birdseed and clanged bells as Soren and his Amazonian bride descended the steps and boarded a trolley for the docks. Their fathers loaded their luggage. Their mothers huddled shoulder to shoulder, crying and waving handkerchiefs at them. Birds swooped for the seed as the car jolted, squeaky wheels rumbling on the track.
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Adélard sent his wife and daughter on their way, assuring them Soren would be very happy, and returned to Core Mountain. Today was an important one for more reasons than one. He strode through the entry to Unity Hall, smiled and greeted the administrators, making his way directly into the Core lab. Fans whirred, motors hummed, keyboards clacked. Cameras recorded every step through the sterile concrete and steel facility; a faint ozone-metal tang lingered in the static-clean air. A smile warmed him from the inside out as he gazed through the glass wall at the glowing Core itself.

Stepping into the elevator, Adélard inserted his key, pushed the button for the first floor—restricted. Steel doors closed, and down he went. He hoped Soren would be happy with Krystal, but it mattered little in the grand scheme of things. Having a brilliant scientist for a son, someone he could pass his legacy to, was of far more value.

Exiting the elevator, a short Asian woman wearing a white lab coat, tablet in hand, met him. “Everything is ready for you to begin coding, Minister Delacroix. Isn’t this exciting?” She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, offering a nervous, eager smile. “The engineers can’t wait to see how you bring their designs to life.”

Adélard nodded, barely acknowledging the lab tech. Instead, he gazed across the vast chamber filling the base of the complex, delight kicking his heartbeat into double-time. A thrill of power, invincibility, and pride swelled in his chest as he beheld the new inventions. Before him stood rows and rows of metal robots—arms, legs, torsos, heads, all assembled, ready for his genius to transform them from spare parts into an army. While they bore a human size and approximate form, they had no faces, no trace of humanity about them. Mechanical marvels, to be sure, but would they do the job?

The technician babbled excitedly. “We’ve improved on the twenty-first-century prototypes. These have enhanced chromoly steel alloy frames, high-stress components, and precision tooling. Arrows and bullets glance off their plating. They’re faster and stronger than humans, although they’re still vulnerable to heavy explosives and armor-piercing.”

Curious, Adélard sauntered a few steps across the concrete to examine the nearest prototype. He stroked the smooth steel of its arm, noted the joined fingers and thumb. It could operate a weapon, all right.

“Now, in a few tests,” the woman in the lab coat continued, following on his heels, “a direct hit to a joint disabled the attached limb, but they’re virtually impervious—don’t need to eat, sleep, and can be recharged in the field with solar power.

“Instead of eyes, multiple cameras encircle the heads to record and stream color images to the remote operators,” she explained, pointing at the silver headpiece. “Ultrasonic, infrared, and other sensors detect how far away objects are, and the fingers are fitted with tactile pads that register touch.”

Adélard had insisted that the robots not be equipped with artificial intelligence. The Oligarchy agreed that the army should consist of automatons who blindly obey their programming and instructions. One AI trying to tell everyone what to do was enough.

“Once you’ve completed the programming, we can execute a proper field test.” The lab tech erected herself at his side, beaming with self-importance, clearly waiting for a pat on the back.

“Impressive,” he admitted. “How many?” Set in a tight grid, they seemed to go on forever.

“There are a thousand here. We’ll make more if these live up to expectations. The programming station is over here.” She motioned to a glass-paned office behind them and escorted him to the door. “I’ll leave you to do your magic.”

“Thank you.” Adélard didn’t remember her name; there were so many assistants, and this one worked in engineering. A blush rising in her tawny cheeks, she strode away, a jaunty bounce in her step.

Adélard was acclimating himself to the new workstation when First Cipher Aurelian LeCun strolled in, the bright lights shining off his silvery hair. The expression he wore was that of a cat who’d caught the canary.

“So, Adélard, what do you think?”

He rolled his chair around and stood out of respect for the prime minister. “I won’t know until the programming’s done, and they’ve been tested. But I have a good feeling about them.”

“Today was your son’s matching ceremony, wasn’t it?” LeCun entered the office, glancing at stark white walls, gray floor tiles, and an impressive board of circuits, lights, and buttons. “Are you certain you approve of that woman as a wife for him?”

“She’ll work out fine,” he answered with assurance. “I paid her enough. Krystal has foresight and ambition, and she’s a wizard with people. She observes, predicts, and persuades, and would make an excellent addition to our propaganda ministry. Yet she lacks the family name and prestige to advance on her own. As a Delacroix, that hindrance disappears.”

Adélard didn’t mention the part about her preferring women or that she’d be more than happy to strike a discreet, open arrangement with Soren. As for the Oracle using imperial data to match couples? Sure, that’s how it normally went. But he was in charge of data harmonization, perfectly situated to fudge numbers and tweak results. Who would know?

LeCun nodded. “We’ll see how she progresses. Minister Zhou has been asking for more talent to maintain the Cult’s control.” He gestured toward the control panel. “How much autonomy will you give them?”

“We want them to move, select and engage assigned targets, and execute simple binary decisions,” he said. “Not autonomous thinking—only directed autonomy. I’ll initialize actuators, pathfinding, kinematic routines, and the stability-control algorithms. Human operators will issue mission waypoints and target assignments.”

“You’ll include diagnostics and failsafe subroutines?”

“Certainly. My prime consideration is that the robots will be our tools, incapable of usurping human authority and becoming our masters.”

“This is our greatest achievement,” declared LeCun. “Even before the Great Correction, no project this ambitious was ever accomplished.”

“The Book of Doctrine predicted this: From chaos comes order; from order comes life. We endured chaos, brought forth order with the Core’s help. Now we protect life by sending machines to fight in our place. I believe the founders would be proud.”

“Indeed.” LeCun removed his glasses, rubbed them with a cloth, and replaced them. “Their first assignment will be to patrol the southwest border, watching for the Iron Army’s approach. Their sensors will allow our operators to see and hear everything the bot warriors observe. We can send out individual or mass orders to one, a group, or all of the steel soldiers from kilometers away. Irons is a fool, and Frost, an idealist. We will wait for them to destroy each other, then march in to crush any resistance that remains.”

“The world will then respect the powerhouse they disregarded.” Adélard sat down at his computing station. “Now, let’s make this happen.”


Chapter forty-seven
Eyes in the Sky


Two days later, northwestern Verdancia

First Sergeant Roy Sutter braced against the basket’s rim, binoculars locked to his eyes as he swept the horizon for the enemy. It was an overcast day—good for sparing his eyes but negating sunlight reflecting off metal, catching his attention. Many had volunteered for the reconnaissance mission, and Roy felt honored to have been chosen. Three balloons had been sent scouting, one each from Marchland, Stonevale, and Nelanta. At least one was bound to discover something.

He’d never seen the world from such a high vantage point and marveled at fields and forests, stretching below in grids, varying from deep green to amber. Rivers snaked like veins, branching across the land’s body. Although spared the scorching rays, the heat and humidity dampened his shirt, sweat rolling down his neck.

“Anything?” asked Lieutenant Butler. Taking careful steps, he joined Roy at the rail. Butler was a Black man, much younger, but grew up in Nelanta, receiving a quality education. Also, with his dad a master sergeant in the Engineering Corps, the lad knew the ropes. Roy could respect him—and offer gentle guidance when needed.

“A while back, we passed a meadow teeming with deer. Would have made for excellent hunting.”

This was their second day in the balloon, after grounding while it had been dark. They’d already passed Tupelo, its buildings like matchboxes and dice lined up in patterns. The pilot held them east of the Memphis crater. If the Iron Army was stupid enough to trek through there, they’d all be dead before reaching Marchland. Radiation in most places had cooled off forty-five years later, but the most potent hot zones must be avoided at all costs.

“Want to look elsewhere?” asked Sergeant Liam Carlson.

Yesterday, the fiery-haired pilot had explained that this was a Rozière balloon, a hybrid that operated with both helium- and propane-produced hot air. “Great for longer trips; more versatile, stronger payloads.” He steered it by changing altitudes, catching a wind current blowing the way they wanted to go. Roy just didn’t want it to crash to the ground like a meteorite.

“Not yet,” Butler said. “Let’s keep following old Highway 45. With as large a force as we expect, they’ll want a roadway, even if it’s bumpy.”

The two infantrymen, who brought long-range guns along in case they got into trouble, sat on the basket floor, playing blackjack.

Roy resumed his sweep, praying the weather held. Carlson assured them a little rain wasn’t a problem as long as they didn’t experience high winds. Lightning wasn’t great either. Butler took a turn scouting while Roy sat down for a drink and a bite to eat, glad to give his eyes a break.

By the time he returned to his post, old 45 had turned into old 51, and they’d passed the northern border of Verdancia. Below stretched no-man’s-land—wilds and swamps, inhabited by beasts, mutants, and the uncivilized, all of which would flee before a tremendous army’s advance. Roy was starting to think the intel had been wrong.

“Take us closer to the Mother River,” Butler ordered, lifting his binoculars to search to the west. It was tedious work, yet of vital importance. The pilot pulled a handle, and the balloon sank out from under them, giving Roy the sensation of his stomach catching in his throat. They leveled out about thirty meters lower than they had been cruising.

“I don’t see how you do that,” Roy said.

“Experience reading wind shear.” Carlson shrugged as if it were easy.

Roy took a moment to close his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose. When he peered through his lens again, he saw something. As he rolled his forefinger along the focus wheel, his pulse raced. “There!” he yelled excitedly, pointing ahead.

“Where?” Butler crossed to stand beside him while the infantrymen jumped to their feet, rocking the basket.

“Not everyone on the same side,” ordered the pilot. “Balance, OK?”

The scene unfurled as the balloon flew closer. A tremendous force of infantry and cavalry already occupied the eastern bank of a narrower bend of the Mother River, while a third as many, along with supply trucks, clogged the opposite bank.

“They’re using a pontoon bridge,” Roy announced.

“It looks like maybe forty or fifty twentieth-century field cannons,” Butler estimated. “Some pulled by Jeeps, others by mules.”

Thousands of tents had already been pitched in a grassy meadow between forested mountain foothills. It would take them until nightfall for the entire army to cross. Butler unfolded a map, comparing the terrain to markings on the paper. “Write this down.”

Roy dropped his binoculars to his chest, pulled paper and pencil from a pocket, and took dictation while the lieutenant called out coordinates. “Include an estimated 80,000 divided between infantry, cavalry, and artillery. Substantial supply chain. I couldn’t guess how fast they’re moving while they’re setting up camp for the night.”

Roy halted mid-scratch and looked to Butler. “I’m almost out of space to write. Anything else?”

Butler refocused his binoculars, studying the enemy army. A round cracked past Roy’s ear, the rifle’s report following a split second later. He jumped in alarm, still clenching the report note. Another flew by too close for comfort. The wicker creaked under their boots as the basket lurched, every man bracing for the next shot to punch through.

“Up! Get us up!” Butler barked, snapping to Carlson. “They’ve got long-range rifles.”

The two infantrymen, standing on opposite sides of the basket, raised their guns and returned fire. Red hair flapping in the breeze, Carlson flipped the propane handle, shooting a burst of hot air into the balloon. Drifting skyward, they moved out of range, allowing Roy to breathe easier.

“That was close.” He said what everyone was thinking.

“And they know we saw them,” Butler grumbled. “Make two more copies of that note. Send them to Generals Longstreet, Calder, and Stark—as soon as our pilot gets us the hell south.”

“Yes, sir.” Roy copied the intel, inserted the messages into tubes, and tied them to the pigeon’s legs. If he recalled correctly, the black one flew to Stonevale, the gray to Marchland, and the white to Queen Frost’s aviary. When they could no longer hear weapons being fired, he released the birds to carry their messages, confident they would reach their destinations tonight.

“Carlson, get us back to base ASAP.” Butler looked every bit an officer with his proper posture and commanding tone.

“This is really happening.” The words dropped from Roy’s mouth, pulse hammering as the adrenaline ebbed. Reality set in. He’d fought skirmishes, trained recruits, and performed an array of duties for the army. None of them, except General Longstreet, were old enough to have fought in an actual war before. This was monumental. What if we lose? What if I’m killed in action and never know if we won? Lark and Leif.

“Yes, Sutter, it is,” Butler confirmed, a hint of fear in his eyes. “I’m glad to have you by my side for it, though. You’re the real deal. It’ll be OK. General Stark is the best head general on the continent—especially since Crane’s gone. Have faith, sergeant.”

“Yes, sir.” That’s exactly what he was trying to do.
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Stonevale, the next day

Roderic Calder waited at the Fort Calder motor pool with his father and younger brother, while a corporal selected a vehicle for him. He’d said his goodbyes to his wife, sons, and daughters early that morning at Highcrest Hall and entreated them not to come to the fort. The general couldn’t risk tearful farewells.

In the expansive parade grounds, five thousand infantry stood in disciplined ranks, packs on backs, weapons in hand, along with three thousand militia Lord Calder called into service. Two thousand cavalry were split between horse, motorcycle, and Jeep detachments. His force also included ten field cannons hailing from over two centuries, refurbished and tested, and a dozen hand-held, over-the-shoulder rocket launchers. Quartermasters crammed trucks with rations, tents, ammunition, and medical stores. Medics and engineers loaded into pickups and flatbeds stacked with strapped barrels of ethanol.

Ten thousand pairs of eyes fixed on him, waiting for orders that might carry them to death. The weight settled heavy on his shoulders, heavier than any pack or armor.

The fort, established by and named for Roderic’s grandfather, sprawled over far more terrain than Highcrest Hall, but wasn’t as impressively constructed. Mostly a mix of wood-framed barracks and brick fortifications, the fort secured the safety of the entire northern third of the country, from the Mother River to the sea. Many soldiers had battle experience warding off the dregs who supposed they could ravage the territory. Others had only endured training exercises. None—including himself—had faced a foreign foe’s army in battle.

It irked Roderic that he received word from Longstreet’s scouts before his own. It only matters that we have confirmation and a location, he reminded himself.

Soldiers and civilians swarmed like ants in a hill, hauling crates and shouting orders. Engines revved. Horses whinnied. Crates clanged. The unforgiving heat of late summer blazed down on them from a blistering sun. He wiped the sweat streaming down his brow and tugged his cap lower.

“General, I need your signature here.” An aide held out a clipboard. Roderic signed.

A young lieutenant raced up, meter-long cardboard tubes tucked under his arms, trying awkwardly to salute. “Here are the maps you requested, General Calder.”

“If I ever get a vehicle, secure them inside it.”

“Need a spare tire over here!” boomed a baritone voice.

Roderic dipped his head, caught the end of a tube in his mouth, and took a sip from his hydration system. While the militia only had canteens and martial weapons, the officer corps and ranking soldiers had been fitted with hydration packs, body armor, helmets, and more formidable weapons—shotguns, .22 rifles, XMZ 5000 machine guns, and power crossbows. A few Jeeps had M2 Browning .50 caliber heavy machine guns mounted on them. But crates of ammunition were limited. Every soldier had been issued a spear, sword, machete, or recurved bow as a backup weapon for when the bullets and shells ran out.

A day before the homing pigeon from Longstreet’s crew arrived, General Stark had sent a bulletin advising him to “create every opportunity to seize munitions from the enemy.” Like anyone had to tell him that.

“Remember the tactics we discussed,” his father said, his focus so singular he didn’t seem to notice the chaos surrounding them. Lord Thorne Calder might be old, but he maintained his strength and wits like a man half his age. Roderic had no doubt his father would rather he be the one to lead the army into battle.

“Yes, I remember, and I’m prepared to make on-the-fly adjustments if necessary.”

“Your smaller force should make better time,” Thorne calculated. “If you beat them to Bethel Springs, blow up the Highway 45 bridges and force them to march through the wetlands. Their trucks will bog down, horses balk, and infantry sink to their hips in mud. That’s when you’ll spring your trap. If Longstreet commits his troops to meet you there, he can lie in wait on the west side and you on the east. Set snares. Put your big guns and sharpshooters on the ridges. You’ll have them like fish in a barrel.”

“I remember the plan, Father.” Roderic held in a groan. They’d been over this forty times. “A lot rides on who gets there first, how much time we have, and if Longstreet meets me. I haven’t received word yet, but we must leave at once. I can’t wait for a pigeon from Marchland.”

“No, you can’t. Haste is of the essence.”

“Be careful, Rod,” Bernard bade him. “You can’t die and leave me as Father’s heir. I’m enjoying life too much to become burdened with politics and responsibility.” Although he punched out the words in a joking manner, Roderic knew his brother was being serious. He’d already talked it over with the lord, and they agreed his daughter, Marenne, was much better suited should Roderic perish.

“General Calder, sir!” The corporal skidded to a halt, snapping his hand up in salute. “We found just the thing—a Humvee.” He motioned to a light-armored vehicle painted a nondescript grayish tan rolling slowly toward them. “I thought you’d like Sergeant Brant to be your driver, as you’ve used her before. Also, being from Tupelo, she knows the area. But I can get someone else if you prefer, sir.”

If he hadn’t been so burdened with the gravity of their position, Roderic would have found the corporal entertaining. “Sergeant Brant’s proven. I’ll take her. Lieutenant Rushing, pack the maps, my gear, and yours in the Humvee. You’ll act as my adjunct.”

“Yes, sir!” he replied with gusto, and trotted off to obey.

“All right, Father, Bernard, it’s time.” He hugged his little brother, gripped his father’s hand firmly. In an unexpected gesture, the lord pulled him into a tight embrace.

“Win, lose, or draw, I’m proud of you, son.” Thorne stepped back, eyes glinting, grin fierce. “But you’re going to win.”


Chapter forty-eight
Staring Down the Barrel


Twelve days after leaving Aurora, aboard the Halcyon

Lark sat cross-legged in her favorite spot on the forward deck, sun on her skin, wind in her face, smiling delightedly at the dolphins riding the bow. Skye had removed her stitches. Though pain stabbed when she moved wrong, Lark felt stronger—thanks mostly to Azaleen’s tender attention. The woman found fresh ways to surprise her every day. Who’d guess a queen knew the best way to prepare salmon or could hide a winning poker hand behind an expressionless façade? Lark dared not engage Azaleen in chess; she left that daunting duty to Luke while she watched, hoping to learn the nuances of the game.

As time progressed, she’d noticed Azaleen smile more, brood less, and blossom into a fully realized woman. Oh, she could spin her manner on a dime, the calculating ice queen bursting forth to issue orders or make declarations on a topic in which she was knowledgeable. Still, when the lights went out, Lark lay in her warm, caring embrace, sweet kisses trailing along her neck, gentle fingers sending shivers through her. She spent her days conversing with Azaleen—alone or in a group—all the while anticipating the comfort and arousal each night would bring. Azaleen had hinted at what she wished to do to Lark in the privacy of her bedroom. Lark had ideas of what she longed to do to Azaleen too.

Watching the dolphins dance, diving and surfacing in the bow wave, escorting their vessel like kindly guardians sent by Poseidon to lead them home in safety, Lark felt as if she had been whisked into a fairy-book land. Of all the surreal twists, a stunning, powerful queen had chosen her. And it turns out that under the icy shell lies a kind heart.

“They’re here!” Azaleen padded up in sensible deck shoes and settled beside her, gazing with wonder at the graceful marine mammals. There were five—two on each side, and one directly in front.

“Special, huh?” Lark glanced over to catch Azaleen’s gaze, entranced by her all over again. “Caelen would say this was jacked.”

Azaleen laughed, a bittersweet cloud encompassing her features. “I miss my boys so much. But any day now we’ll be home, and I can hug them, know that they’re safe. God, I didn’t know I’d ache like this. I’ve never been away from them for so long before.”

Lark extended a hand, took Azaleen’s with an understanding squeeze.

“I know Eldrin is sixteen and fancies himself a man, but he isn’t. And Caelen … they grow up too fast.”

“This is the longest I’ve been away from my family too,” Lark admitted. “Leif and Gramma can take care of themselves, but Bryn will think I’ve forgotten her.”

Azaleen’s brow wrinkled. “I didn’t know you had a sister.”

“Well, she’s adopted, but, yeah, she’s my little sister.” She’d never actually called the foundling that out loud, but it felt right. In every way that mattered, Bryn was her little sister.

“New Charleston is close to Saltmarsh Reach,” Azaleen stated, looking over the rail at the playful dolphins. “When we make port, you should take a few days to go see them before reporting to Nelanta. If this war actually happens, it could be a long time before you get home again.”

“I’d like that.” A jolt of joy leaped in Lark, then flatlined. “But I need to be by your side, keeping you safe. We don’t know if the Iron Army has arrived yet.” That was the thing about traveling. The pigeons couldn’t just come find you wherever—they needed a familiar base to home to. So, while on the journey, the team could send messages but not receive them.

“I love having my personal protector in arms’ reach, at my beck and call,” Azaleen answered with a flirting wink. “But I don’t want to take advantage. You need to visit your family. I’ll make do without you for a few days. I’ve still got Skye, Luke, Diego, Wes, Harlan, and the entire Nelanta National Guard.”

Lark twisted her lips, her brows scrunched with consternation, her emotions torn. On the one hand, it was quite generous—sweet even—of the queen to grant her leave with war pounding at the door. Then again, she didn’t like the idea that Azaleen could so easily make do without her. Picturing Skye taking over the role of the queen’s personal shield opened a jar of jealousy.

It was silly. Skye was interested in the young AlgonCree dancer, and Azaleen wasn’t the type to carouse about with whomever was convenient. Still, Lark wanted to be the one to safeguard the queen, twenty-four-seven if necessary.

“I suppose,” she muttered. “If you insist. A war could last months or even years, and who knows what will happen? I should be grateful.” She caught Azaleen’s gaze, holding it for an emotional beat. “I am; I also long to remain with you.”

Azaleen smiled, brushed a kiss to Lark’s cheek. “I’m glad you want to be with me. So few people do.”

“I don’t believe that,” Lark answered dismissively. “You’re extremely popular with the people. Even my friends back home practically worship you.”

“Admiration from a distance isn’t the same as seeing someone up close, where flaws are laid bare and harsh realities come to light. Your forgiveness and desire came as an unexpected gift to me, and I don’t take them for granted.”

Lark felt a tug at her heart. She wanted to drown Azaleen with kisses, send her into blissful abandonment, give her the escape she so greatly needed. It wouldn’t be here and now, nor upon arriving in New Charleston. Maybe. Depending on the time and circumstances, how many days remained before the invasion force arrived? A delirious feeling washed over Lark as she gazed into Azaleen’s eyes, a tingle racing from head to toe. She squeezed her hand.

“You couldn’t have been as surprised as I was—thrillingly so. And what are these flaws you mention? If they exist, they only prove to humanize you and render you more desirable. Anyway, when we get back, the pressure will be on. You’ll be compelled to work night and day, neglect food, rest, and other needs. I hope you’ll make time to … find release and repose. I might be called to the front. It would be good for you if we could carve out a private moment before everything goes to hell.”

“I agree.” Azaleen’s fingers stroked Lark’s hand in tactile motion, as if she wished to memorize each line, bump, and curve. Lark sucked in a breath, imagining when that exploration expanded to encompass all of her.

“Lark, don’t feel slighted when meetings and battles demand my attention. You seem to understand that managing the nation through a war will require all my energy. Whenever possible, I want to hold you, to let go with you, to experience every stimulating thrill and luscious pleasure. But we just don’t know what will meet us when we land. Only remember that I treasure every moment spent with you, no matter how few.”

“Me too.” Lark raised their joined hands, kissed Azaleen’s knuckles. “Quality over quantity. But even when I’m not standing or lying next to you, please realize that I’m still with you in spirit, lifting you up, believing in you.”

“I can’t tell you how wonderful it feels to hear you say that.” The glimmer in Azaleen’s eyes displayed her honesty. “It’s been so long since anyone’s—”

The boat rocked slightly as footsteps slapped the forward deck behind them. “What’s so fascinating up here?” Diego asked as he planted his boots. Lark released Azaleen’s hand and twisted over her shoulder to scowl at him for interrupting them, glad he was completely oblivious at the same time. “Oh, I see!” he exclaimed, pointing at the pod. “Sweet!”

“This is only the second day they’ve ridden the bow since we started our voyage,” said Lark.

“I wanted to see them this time,” Azaleen added, as if her presence was purely incidental.

Diego gripped the rail and gave a slight bow, removing his hat. “Good day, Madam Queen. Is there anything I can do for you?”

“Not that I can think of.”

“Look at that one.” He pointed to the lead dolphin jumping at the bow. “It looks like they’re surfing.”

“In a way, they are,” Azaleen replied. “The bow wave carries them effortlessly through the water, like a surfer on a board. It’s not only fun for them, but like catching a ride, conserving energy. Fascinating creatures, so intelligent and social.”

“You know so many surprising things,” Diego commented, tugging his hat back over his head.

Canvas straining, the cutter whipped through the waves, the keel bobbing up and down, the wind stiff in Lark’s face. While Diego and Azaleen discussed marine life, an ominous tingle climbed her spine, dread jabbing her gut with icy needles. There was no reason for it. Only clear skies overhead. The dolphins didn’t seem disturbed. Laughter roared from those gathered in the cockpit. A squadron of pelicans winged above them as if all was well. Still, Lark couldn’t shake the feeling.

She rose and shimmied out onto the pulpit, staring into the horizon, a nonchalant dolphin riding the bow.

“What’s wrong?” Azaleen’s voice brimmed with concern.

Lark glanced back at her. “Nothing … I don’t think. Just keeping watch. We must be nearing New Charleston. This stretch of shoreline seems familiar.” No reason to worry Azaleen over nothing.

She looked back—and the dolphins were gone. Alarm knifed through her, sudden and searing. Where’d they go? Why’d they leave? She scanned the surface, searching for them, only to find it barren, eerily empty.

Lark swept across the deck, past Azaleen and Diego, ducking under the jib sail, and hopped on top of the cabin. Gripping the mast like she’d seen Flynn do, she shimmied up to the spreader.

“Hey, young woman!” the skipper yelled. “What are you doing up there?”

Without a reply, she stood atop the spreader, clinging to the mast tip, and searched ahead. Was that just whitecaps—or metal glinting?

“Hey, Luke!” she called down. “I need your binoculars.”

“What is it?” He hollered up at her.

“Don’t know. I’ve just got a bad feeling.”

“Come down before you hurt yourself,” he ordered. “I’ll take the binos up, have a look.”

With an impatient huff, Lark obeyed her captain. He swapped places with her, climbed the mast. By then, Azaleen and Diego had returned from the bow and crammed into the aft space. Skipper Pike scowled, puffed his pipe, and held true to the wheel.

“You people are like monkeys, climbing everywhere,” he grumbled. “I’ll tell you when we reach New Charleston.”

A vibration shivered through the hull, followed by a low, distant rumble. “There might be something ahead,” Luke shouted down. “I can’t see clearly what it is, though. Can we go any faster?”

“Negative,” Pike declared. “We’re already at full sail.”

“Captain Moreau,” Azaleen called. “What is it?”

Wes popped through the companionway, followed by Skye.

“What’s going on?” Tension stifled Secretary Navarro’s voice.

“Just getting prepared,” Lark told her. “In case we run into trouble. Remember the pirates that attacked Jose and his daughter, whom we fished from the wreckage?”

She nodded, her eyes widening.

“They’re still out here somewhere, not to mention a slew of other hazards. The team wants to be ready for anything. You might want to take cover in the cabin just in case.”

“Queen Frost,” called the ambassador. “Come below with me.”

“I have to see what it is first.” Her reply was sharp, commanding, without a speck of fear. Lark squeezed around the skipper to stand beside her, regarding her with admiration.

“I’m going back to the bow,” Lark said. Azaleen slid her hand into hers.

“I’m coming with you.”

They negotiated the narrow walkway around the cabin, gripping the rail as the Halcyon cut through the surf, speeding ever closer to whatever had aroused Lark’s suspicion.

Another report, louder this time, followed by a third and fourth. Tiny smoke clouds drifted from the surface skyward. An object on the water slowly came into view. Luke slid down the mast, whispered something to the skipper, then dashed to the bow, his normally tanned face cotton white. Shock registered in his sharp, coffee-brown eyes.

“What’s happening?” The question came from Lark and Azaleen at once.

Luke swallowed. “It appears the port is under attack. Not close enough to spot flags or the lack of them. A couple are big, though—freighters or corvettes, most likely. If they’re pirates, they’ve gotten their hands on some ships, all right.”

“You think it’s the Iron Navy,” Azaleen speculated, boring into him with a grave expression. Her early reports mentioned nothing of corvettes. Weren’t they like little battleships?

“We won’t know until we’re closer,” he supplied. “However, I don’t think they’ve spotted us. I suggest a change in course. We could make for that cove we just passed, put in where you’ll be safe. Then I could take the team on a scouting mission to find out.”

“That will waste time,” replied the queen. “We need to know if Irons’ navy is on our shores and if any of our ships have been sunk. They’re at a disadvantage in port, even though several are always on patrol. Our best intelligence will be gained by pushing forward until we can properly assess the danger. We can always turn around then. This cutter will outrun a rusty, old freighter, and the AlgonCree contingent isn’t far behind. Tell Pike to stay the course.”

“But, my queen,” Lark protested, fear for Azaleen’s safety squeezing the air from her battered lungs. “Protecting you is our primary directive.”

Azaleen laid a hand on Lark’s shoulder, looking her square in the eyes. “Keeping Verdancia safe trumps all. Let’s see what we’re up against.”

Lark lowered her gaze, and Luke nodded. “I’ll tell the skipper.”

With Luke gone, the two women returned to scanning ahead. Lark slid her grip on the railing until she bumped hands with Azaleen. The queen moved her grasp to cover Lark’s hand, the contact steadying and secure. “We should turn back,” Lark argued. “I understand your need to know, but your life is of the utmost importance. How many times do you expect me to save it?”

Perhaps in an attempt to lighten the mood, Azaleen fluttered her lashes, a teasing grin on her lips. “As many as it takes.” In a flash, the moment was gone, sombre concentration reclaiming her aspect.

As they neared, the scene sharpened before their eyes. The red and black anvil banner flapped in the wind over rusty, clunky, reclaimed sea vessels, firing shells at the naval base. Cannons and catapults blasted the Verdancian reply. Lark counted two converted cargo ships, a twenty-first-century coastal corvette, ten zippy patrol boats, and seven landing barges—an eighth half sunk. Fires blazed on land and on one attacking freighter.

“New Charleston can handle this,” Lark barked. “Let’s turn around and get you to safety. Please,” she added desperately.

Azaleen stared at the devastating scene before them. “If their navy’s here, the army must be at our northwestern border. Did they already take our other coastal bases? Fort Hammond, Fort Jasper? Did they land troops there? What kind of foothold have they gained? I wasn’t here. I wasn’t in the capital to make crucial decisions, to calm the people, bolster their courage. I wasn’t here!”

“You’re here now, Azaleen. The trip to Aurora was a success. The AlgonCree ships and marines are on their way to support us. This is not your fault.”

A shriek. A splash. Then the world cracked open in a thunderous boom. When Lark glanced ahead again, she was staring down the barrel of the corvette’s cannons. They’d been fired on. Cupping her hands to her mouth, she yelled behind her, “Turn around! Do it now!”

Azaleen gripped the railing tighter, her horrified gaze locked on the battle. Rockets arced over fortress walls and the flotilla, missing, striking in equal measure. A new pillar of fire and smoke exploded within the citadel walls. An enemy patrol boat took a hit, flipping in the air and crashing to the surface in an angry crush.

A second rocket soared over the Halcyon, missing with room to spare. The battle raged hundreds of meters ahead, but the corvette’s guns had the range—if not yet the aim. Lark didn’t move, nor did she shuffle the queen below as the sailboat lurched, Pike pulling them in a tight about-face. This was the safest spot for them. Should a shell or rocket hit the vessel, Lark would know seconds beforehand and could cast both Azaleen and herself into the water. If trapped in the cabin, they wouldn’t stand a chance.

With nothing else left, Lark slid behind Azaleen and locked her arms around her, clutching the most precious cargo, as if sheer will could shield her. Pressing her cheek to Azaleen’s, she murmured, “I’ve got you. Everything’s going to be all right.”

Another explosion off starboard. Cannons boomed. Bells rang. The sting of burning powder assailed Lark’s nose, making the salt air bitter. The wind caught the sails, driving them north at a steady clip.

Without a tremor or a tear, Azaleen repeated, “I should have been here.”

Lark pulled her tighter, heart hammering. She didn’t dare say aloud what pressed in her chest: What if being here now costs you everything?

Watch for Book Two, Lark and Legion, coming soon!

Discover more at www.authoredalelane.com


Author’s Notes on Worldbuilding


Afuturistic fantasy world—even one patterned after our own—needs a lot of moving parts. I didn’t want to bog readers down with explanations inside the novel, so I’ve included these reference notes for those interested.

In the fictional (I hope) nuclear war, all but one communications satellite was destroyed. The power grid collapsed. Anything dependent on twenty-first-century technology became useless. Major cities were reduced to craters. Earthquakes tore through the West Coast of North America, while Florida and much of the Gulf Coast sank beneath rising seas. My research suggests all of these consequences—and worse—are plausible.

Scientists speculate that enough atomic explosions would trigger a nuclear winter: ash in the atmosphere blocking sunlight for one to five years, dropping global temperatures and crippling agriculture. Food shortages would be severe everywhere not vaporized in the initial strikes. What we know from Hiroshima, Nagasaki, and Chernobyl influenced my choices: chimera trees, giant fungi, red forests, bioluminescent jellyfish, and other strange but science-rooted mutations. Severe weather and acid rain would compound the chaos. Only those in remote areas or underground shelters would stand the best chance.

Within ten to fifteen years, gradual warming and clearer skies would allow agriculture to return. Species would migrate, ecosystems would reestablish themselves, and extreme weather would remain the norm. By twenty to fifty years, much of the world would stabilize—changed, but living. Some regions might mirror the Dust Bowl of the 1930s. Water sources would be unreliable. “Red zones” near heavily bombed targets—military sites, major cities—would remain dangerous.

And the people? In my version of Ashland, roughly forty-five years after the war, survivors have clustered into fragile new civilizations. Out of today’s ~340 million U.S. citizens, models suggest twenty-five to thirty million might survive such a catastrophe—enough to form communities, rebuild, and eventually create the small nations seen in this series.

Technology, medicine, food, and tools would be scarce or salvaged. Some advanced items might survive in bunkers or mountain facilities, protected from EMP pulses and firestorms. Vehicles could be converted to alternative fuels—if they didn’t require computers. People with resources, knowledge, or sheer charisma would naturally rise to leadership.

The world of Ashland is as realistic as research and speculation allow. No zombies, no supernatural horrors—just human beings with all their virtues and failings, trying to rebuild what was lost. The continent has fractured into five nations: Verdancia, Appalachia, the Red River Republic, AlgonCree, and the Pacifica Confederation. Beyond them lie the Burnt Plains, Dead Coast, and Borderlands—dangerous, lawless stretches.

In the next section, I’ll outline each of the five Ashland nations and then provide a complete character list.


The Ashland Nations


VERDANCIA

In the Southeastern corner of the continent lies the Kingdom of Verdancia, so named because the semi-tropical region remains green for most of the year. It abounds in fields, forests, pastures, and wetlands. In the year 45 of the New Era, producing enough food or securing clean water isn't a problem. However, other resources such as technology, ammunition, and medical supplies are precious. Here's the "Queensland" in a nutshell.
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Shaped by storms and strengthened by resilience, Verdancia is a young kingdom striving to balance prosperity and protection, freedom and order. In the hands of a discerning, dedicated monarch, it stands a fighting chance.
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THE RED RIVER REPUBLIC

Without levees, the Mother River swelled and reclaimed its western delta; without bridges, West became severed from East. In the lands once known as Texas, Arkansas, Oklahoma, and the desert Southwest, a new nation rose from the ruin. The Red River Republic has endured several shifts in leadership, each more hard-edged than the last. With no electronic records and paper books rarer than rain, religious and moral guidance has been reshaped—twisted—by those who hold power. Here’s a glimpse into “The Iron Realm” as it stands in 2119.
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The Republic is a land of stark contrasts: gleaming forges beside parched fields, patriotic songs echoing over communities holding their breath. Its people push forward because they must; its leaders push outward because they can. As Verdancia and other neighbors watch the Republic’s shadows stretch across the continent, one truth becomes clear: what happens in the Iron Realm will shape all that follows.
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APPALACHIA

The heart of the Appalachian region escaped the worst of the destruction that leveled the East Coast, the central river basin, and the Great Lakes. Yet without electricity, communication, or modern technology, its people were thrust into fear and isolation. Epidemics and lawlessness swept through the mountains; tens of thousands died in the first decade after the war. Hope returned only when survivors discovered that a cadre of brilliant scientists—along with a singular AI and a vault of preserved technology—had been sheltered deep within a hollow mountain. The Core’s vast data repositories held everything a broken society needed to endure. Grateful citizens turned to the scientists for leadership … and the scientists accepted that gratitude as permission to rule. Here are the Core Cult's highlights.
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Appalachia stands as the most technologically advanced nation in Ashland—disciplined, efficient, and outwardly secure. Yet its strength is also its fragility. Total dependence on the Oracle leaves little room for dissent, and its isolationist policies ensure that change comes slowly, if at all. Whether its rigid order becomes a shield against the rising threats beyond its borders or a fault line waiting to crack remains to be seen.
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ALGONCREE

The former Canada wasn’t spared destruction when foreign powers unleashed ruin on its cities. The first decade after the Smoke was brutal. Survivors of European, Asian, African, and Indigenous heritage turned to the knowledge of First Nations leaders for the skills needed to endure. That coming-together—across cultures, languages, and histories—allowed scattered communities not only to survive but to grow. Vast natural resources weathered the nuclear winter, and as the climate slowly stabilized, new settlements took root. Digging out from the snow and hardship, these communities united to form the fledgling nation of AlgonCree, built on cultural celebration, cooperation, and a renewed devotion to the land. Here are the highlights of the Frostlands.
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Though smaller than its southern neighbors, AlgonCree plays an outsized role in regional diplomacy and stability. Its commitment to cooperation, cultural preservation, and environmental stewardship makes it a vital counterbalance to the ambitions of the Red River Republic and the isolationism of Appalachia.
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THE PACIFICA CONFEDERATION

Falling bombs and catastrophic geological shifts demolished much of the old West Coast—a region that had already begun to see itself as culturally united long before the War of Devastation. Even with a staggering 90% mortality rate during and after the conflict, the western reaches of the continent still hold a larger population than any other fledgling nation. Traumatized survivors first rallied around their former state and provincial identities—California, Nevada, Utah, Colorado, the Navajo Nation, Wyoming, Montana, Idaho, Oregon, Washington, British Columbia, and Alberta—while the remnants of Alaska, Yukon, and the Northwest Territories became the sparsely populated Northern Territories. Eventually, recognizing both their resources and their vulnerabilities, these fiercely independent states forged a shared economic and military alliance under the banner of the Pacifica Confederation. Here are the essentials of the Fractured Coast.

[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


Life on the Fractured Coast demands grit, ingenuity, and a stubborn kind of hope. Pacifica’s people have all three in abundance. Their confederation may be imperfect, even unruly at times, but its strength lies in the resilience of ordinary communities determined to build something better from the ruins. In Pacifica, survival is not enough—the goal is to thrive.
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BURNT PLAINS

Where the wind carries dust, and mercy is in short supply

Once the breadbasket of the continent, the Burnt Plains are now a lawless, unincorporated wilderness plagued by dust storms, fuel wars, and shifting alliances. The ruptured Mississippi has swallowed the eastern edges while the rest of the land cracks in unrelenting drought. A few isolated settlements hold on, but most of the region belongs to renegade gangs, armed raiders, and nomad clans hardened by deprivation. Food is scarce; water is sacred. The Burnt Plains breed ruthless men and unyielding women. Though no census exists, the neighboring nations estimate a million souls scrape out an existence there. Beyond that, little else is—civilized travelers keep their distance.

DEAD COAST

Where the old world sleeps beneath the ash

The metropolises of the Eastern Seaboard and the Great Lakes industrial belt have been reduced to lifeless craters, irradiated into oblivion. Nothing natural remains there, and those who venture into these red zones seldom return. Yet recent reports whisper of pockets of civilization that survived against the odds—places like Coppertown and Skyhold. Reaching them means braving feral borderlands roamed by warg, mutants, and wildlings. If these enclaves of humanity endure, how many more might still wait undiscovered among the ruins?


Frost and Iron Character List


Verdancia

The Frost Household:

Azaleen Winnifred Frost—queen by right of succession

Orielle Frost—Azaleen’s mother; unwell, suffering from dementia

Wynn Frost (deceased)—Azaleen’s grandfather, the prepper; first leader of the fledgling nation

Edric Frost, the Unifier (deceased)—Azaleen’s father, the first king of Verdancia

Thalen Frost (deceased)—Azaleen’s older brother, killed in battle many years ago, leaving her as heir

Aren Calder (deceased)—Azaleen’s husband, who died around the same time as her father

Eldrin Frost—Azaleen and Aren’s older son, currently sixteen

Caelen Frost—Azaleen and Aren’s younger son, currently twelve

Sarah—Orielle’s hired caregiver, home health worker

Magnolia Dawes—the Frost’s hired servant who cooks, cleans, and watches after the children

The queen’s cabinet:

Sabine Fontaine—Chief of Staff and Azaleen’s only real friend

General Reuben Stark—Secretary of Defense; respected military leader

Ambassador Camille Navarro—Secretary of Diplomacy; Skye’s aunt

Silas Beaudean—Secretary of Agriculture

Vera Southerland—Secretary of the Treasury

Rosalind Keane—Secretary of Education

Franklin Pickett—Secretary of Procurement, who went missing, presumed dead

Desmond Shaw—new Secretary of Procurement, an immigrant from Appalachia

Jamila Shaw—Desmond’s wife

From Saltmarsh Reach:

Lark Sutter—A hunter with many skills; second main character; joins the VERT team

Sam—the Sutter family’s hunting dog and beloved pet

Inez Carvalho Sutter—Lark’s paternal grandmother; blind but formidable and wise

Leif Sutter—Lark’s teenage brother

Bryn—Lark’s adopted ten-year-old little sister

Roy Sutter—Lark’s father, a sergeant in the army, serving at Marchland

Eliza Finkes Sutter (deceased)—Lark’s mother; died when her little brother was very young

Tina (deceased)—Lark’s biological little sister who died as a baby

Milena Boyd—Lark’s close friend and unrequited love of her youth

Tommy Hayes—Lark and Milena’s other closest friend; dies of an infection

Hank Hayes—Tommy’s father; mill owner

Rowena Hayes—Tommy’s mother

Talon Jones—breeds and trains horses in Saltmarsh Reach

Verdancian Elite Recon Team (VERT)

Captain Luke Moreau—leader of the squad

Lieutenant Skye Navarro—second in command; becomes friends with Lark

Diego Marin—demolition and heavy weapons specialist

Wes Walker—science and tech specialist; smokes home-rolled cigarettes

Harlan McCrae—sharpshooter and tracker; married with kids

From Stonevale

Lord Thorne Calder—head of House Calder; elderly but still robust

General Roderic Calder—the oldest son and heir to Highcrest Hall; commands the garrison

Lady June Calder—Roderic’s wife

Lady Marenne Calder—Roderic and June’s oldest child (younger siblings not named in this book)

Sir Aren Calder (deceased)—had been wed to Azaleen in a politically arranged marriage designed to secure House Calder’s support of the Frosts’ rule

Sir Bernard Calder—the free-spirited youngest of Thorne’s three sons

Lieutenant Rushing—General Roderic Calder’s adjunct

Sergeant Brant—Roderic’s driver

From Clearwater

Lord Rowan Whitfield—head of House Whitfield; staunch supporter of the Frosts

Lady Evelyn Whitfield—his capable wife

Sir Darian Whitfield—oldest son and heir; recently fathered his first child

Lady Mira Whitfield—Darian’s young wife

Rowan Jr.—Darian and Mira’s baby boy

Henry Dawson—editor of The Tiger Tribune, Clearwater’s leading newspaper

Viola Dawson—his wife

From Marchland

Lady Cassandra Cade—head of House Cade; young, no children

Lord Britain Cade (deceased)—Cassandra’s father, who died suddenly

Neil Jackson (deceased)—Cassandra’s husband, who held the title “Lord of Marchland” less than a month before his death

Suzanne Cade—Cassandra’s cousin from the countryside

Elsie—a sickly teenage girl who works as a maid in Cassandra’s household

Benjamin Hollis—the House Cade steward

General Alexander Longstreet—commands Verdancia’s primary military base

Lieutenant Colonel Miriam Vance—an exceptional officer under Longstreet’s command

Master Sergeant Callum Briggs—supply master

First Sergeant Roy Sutter—Lark’s father

Augustus Fairborne—a cotton baron whose plantation lies outside Marchland’s walls

Sergeant Liam Carlson—hot-air balloon operator

Lieutenant Robert Butler—junior officer from Marchland, reconnaissance

From Tupelo

The Culpeppers (assumed deceased)—a plantation family who installed an underground vault

Unnamed old-timer farmer

Mayor William Thompson—elected mayor of Tupelo

From New Charleston

Jonas Pike—skipper of the sailing cutter Halcyon

Rory Flynn—his first mate

Red River Republic

President Luther Irons—supreme leader of the Iron Realm

Amaretta Barrera Irons—his wife, popular with the people

Captain Cold Irons—Luther’s older son, military officer

Harmony Irons—Colt’s wife

Cloe Irons—Colt’s baby girl

Jace Irons—Luther’s younger son, operates a mutation plant

Harland Irons—Colt and Jace’s cousin

Mateo Barrera—a maternal cousin who disappeared

Vice-President Randall Reagan—traces his family tree to former U.S. President Ronald Reagan

Tabitha Reagan—Randall’s single daughter

General Maddox Crane—General in Chief; considered the greatest living general in all Ashland

Amira Crane (deceased)—Maddox’s late wife

Marcus Crane—Maddox’s son, a young officer who idealized President Irons

Beatrice Graves—Minister of Internal Order

Dr. Rourke Venz—Minister of Advancement

Colonel Bram Vexler—Head of Dominion Secret Security

Dalia Ren—Economic Advisor and Resource Director

Reverend Abram Quell—a special advisor to the president and voice of the Old Religion

General Garcia—commander of the troops at Fort Amarillo; blindly loyal to President Irons

Charles Rama—the former Economic Advisor and Resource Director who “went to Tucson”

Appalachia

From Harmony Ridge

Nathan Frye—farmer from a commune near the capital of Clover Hollow

John Frye—Nathan’s father, an agnostic

Doris Frye—Nathan’s mother, a true believer

Eve Frye—Nathan’s younger sister, twelve

Denver Frye—Nathan’s younger brother, sixteen

Tina—Nathan’s older sister, who married and moved away

Shepherd Cyrus Cain—the religious leader of Harmony Ridge

From Clover Hollow

Soren Delacroix—a gifted student at the Institute of Excellence in Clover Hollow

Adélard Delacroix—Soren’s father, a computer scientist and member of the Ministry

Nadia Delacroix—Soren’s mother

Gabriella Delacroix—Soren’s younger sister, fifteen

Hernando—the proprietor of an underground club for creative youth in Clover Hollow

Shania Darby—a student in Soren’s class

Grant Brockman—Soren’s peer, arrested and taken to a reindoctrination facility

Professor Jiro Sakamoto—one of Soren’s teachers at the Institute

Krystal Smith—a young woman whom Soren was matched with to marry

Mr. and Mrs. Smith—Krystal’s parents

Government and Religious Officials

The Oracle—a holographic projection of a human male to represent and speak for the AI Core

Prime Minister Aurelian LeCun—the First Cipher of the Ministry of Oligarchs; interprets the will of the Oracle

Chen Lu—Minister of Science

Tamsin Zhou—Minister of Religion/Propaganda

Franko Jenner—Minister of Scholarly Pursuits

First Shepherd Severin Dray—the supreme religious authority in the Core Cult

Elsa Davis—Creative Designer for various public events involving an appearance by the Oracle

AlgonCree

From Aurora

High Chief Juliette Batise—a revered elder, current leader

Steven Batise—Steward of Prosperity; Juliette’s son

Joseph Wasaykeesic—War Chief

Laurent Kewatin—Steward of Treaties

Enola Misquah—Steward of Spirits

Benoît Tremblay-Maskwa—Steward of Wisdom

Noel Starblanket (they/them)—two-spirit Steward of Medicine and skilled surgeon

Renée Rivard—Juliette’s granddaughter

From Tadoussac

François Corbier—resident who welcomes Queen Frost’s party

Dove Corbier—his wife

Place Names

AlgonCree—“The Frostlands;” the nation in North Eastern Ashland

Appalachia—“The Core Cult;” an isolationist nation of East Central Ashland

Arbuckle Lake—in the Red River Republic; water is not polluted

Aurora—De facto capital of AlgonCree

Chickasaw—a town on Arbuckle Lake in the Red River Republic, populated mainly by ethnic minorities

Clearwater—a prominent city of Verdancia; overseen by Lord Whitfield

Clover Hollow—capital of Appalachia and home to Core Mountain

Coppertown—an independent city-state between Appalachia and the Dead Coast

Dead Coast—a nuclear wasteland stretching along the Eastern Atlantic and Great Lakes Waterway

Demopolis—a ghost town in western Verdancia

Dominion—Capital of the Red River Republic; previously Mineral Wells and Wellspring

Fort Amarillo—a crucial military base in the northern Red River Republic

Fort Desperado—on the southern border, the most desolate and neglected of the Red River Republic’s forts

Fort Hammond—Verdancia’s stronghold at the mouth of the Mother River

Fort Jasper—guards the southern reach of Verdancia

Fort Rustin—the most significant military base of the Red River Republic and an important agricultural center

Harmony Ridge—a farming commune near Clover Hollow

Hinton—a vacation destination near Clover Hollow

Lake Jocassee—home of an attempted settlement in the Appalachia/Verdancia borderlands

Lewisburg—the Appalachian town where Nathan’s sister moved

Monty—a town in Verdancia revived from the old Montgomery, Alabama

Marchland — Verdancia’s most critical military post and a prominent city

Mother River—previously the Mississippi, now extremely wide in most places

Nelanta—or “New Atlanta;” the capital of Verdancia, located at the base of Stone Mountain

New Charleston—an important trading center and port of Verdancia

New Holland—a town north of Nelanta in Verdancia

Parkersburg—a prominent city in Appalachia

Port Freedom—a bayou trading town in the southeastern Red River Republic

Pueblo—a village in Colorado where rumor says men can live free

Saltmarsh Reach—a village in the southeastern wetlands of Verdancia

Skyhold—a town rumored to exist in the western reaches of the Dead Coast

Stonevale—a major city in northern Verdancia; home to Hillcrest Hall

Tadoussac—a town in AlgonCree at the mouth of the Saguenay River

Troy—a village in southern Verdancia

Tucson—reported to be an important city in the southwestern Red River Republic; might be a ghost town

Tupelo—thriving town in northwestern Verdancia


More Books By Edale Lane


The Lessons in Murder Series

Meeting over Murder

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0B7R69R7B

Skimming around Murder

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0B9R6FJWL

New Year in Murder

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0BDQSPT6L

Heart of Murder

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0BQQS57FY

Reprise in Murder

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0C2YDKLSB

Homecoming in Murder

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0C7M2VKSH

Queen of Murder

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CKRYLNSW

Cold in Murder

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CSXMBJLJ

Foreseen in Murder

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0D3G5JMLP

Matrimony in Murder

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DDJY4JXY

Innocent of Murder

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DRZ2G3RM

Alibi for Murder

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0F86FKN98

Snowbound with Murder

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DM6MCHS6

SapphicLover69

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DCZRW2K

Cash Target

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0F2WXJRJK

Arsonist's Match

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0FJ7RMY62

The Wellington Mysteries Series

Daring Duplicity: The Wellington Mysteries, Vol.1

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B09QDTF9YN

Perilous Passages: The Wellington Mysteries, Vol. 2

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0B16FWN63

Daunting Dilemmas: The Wellington Mysteries, Vol. 3

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0BMDQ8TLC

Tales from Norvegr

Sigrid and Elyn: A Tale from Norvegr

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0B5W48342

Legacy of the Valiant: A Tale from Norvegr

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0BZK7Y655

War and Solace: A Tale from Norvegr

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CGP4WVYP

Jorunn, Shieldmaiden of Hárfell (prequel to The Long Winter of Miðgarðr)

https://dl.bookfunnel.com/bpowqyeg4j

The Long Winter of Miðgarðr

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DKP2MWD2

Thrall of Deception

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0FP3VRTV4

Viking Quest

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B097NTZVPC

Atlantis, Land of Dreams

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0D7TB52CG

Heart of Sherwood

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07W4M3R5L

Walks with Spirits

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B09VBGQF27/

The Night Flyer Series

Merchants of Milan, book one

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B083H6WNKD

Secrets of Milan, book two

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B088HFM7Q5

Chaos in Milan, book three

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B08Q7H6DFX

Missing in Milan, book four

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B09CNXF1CX

Shadows over Milan, book five

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B09KF53VTZ

Visit My Website:

https://www.authoredalelane.com

Follow me on Goodreads (Don’t forget to leave a quick review!)

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/15264354.Edale_Lane

Follow me on BookBub:

https://www.bookbub.com/profile/edale-lane

Newsletter sign-up link:

https://bit.ly/3qkGn95


About the Author


History. Mystery. Heroines worth falling for. 
From windswept battlefields to candlelit conspiracies, Edale Lane crafts sapphic historical fiction, mysteries, and fantasy brimming with action, romance, and intrigue. An award-winning author, she brings every era to life with rich detail, unforgettable women, and stories where love and danger walk hand in hand.

Lane holds a bachelor’s degree in music education, a master’s in history, and taught school for 24 years before embarking on an adventure driving an 18-wheeler over-the-road. She is a mother of two, Grammy of three, and a doggy mom. A native of Vicksburg, MS, Lane now lives her dream of being a full-time author in beautiful Chilliwack, BC, with her long-time life partner.

Enjoy free e-books and other promotional offerings while staying up to date with what Edale Lane is writing next when you sign up for her newsletter.

https://bit.ly/3qkGn95

[image: ]

OEBPS/image_rsrc405.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc40H.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc40S.jpg





cover1.jpeg





OEBPS/image_rsrc404.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc40J.jpg
Government

Parliamentary Tribal Council with an elected
High Chief

Leader

High Chief Juliette Batise

Capital

Aurora

Population

2 to 2.5 million; a mosaic of ethnicities

Major cities

Tadoussac, Sudbury, Thunder Bay

Climate/terrain

Ancient mountains with plateaus and plains,
intersected by abundant waterways; mild
summers, warming yet still harsh winters

Religion

Traditional beliefs with deep reverence for nature
and the spirit world remain prevalent; individuals
free to practice any faith

Motto

“Endure”

Culture/values

Respect for elders and community, celebration of
diverse cultures, cooperative spirit; storytelling,
dance, and sport as core traditions

Economy

Mixed economy with equitable resource
distribution, personal wealth supplemented by
barter; status measured by reputation and
generosity rather than currency

Trading partners

Iceland; small independent city-states;
intermittent trade with Verdancia and Pacifica;
internal regional exchange

Principal products

Hydroelectric power (though not exported), fish,
lumber, minerals, wool, artisanal goods

Military

Standing army ~5k with 20k reserves, mid-sized
modern navy; territory not attacked since the
Time of Smoke

Press

Ethical free press

Key challenges

Limited ammunition stores require reliance on
ancient weapons (except on warships); long,
punishing winters; small population; rising
subversive unrest

Flag/crest symbolism

Blue for tranquility, white for renewal, dark pine
for nature’s bounty; the howling wolf for voice
and self-expression; the aurora borealis as a
northern birthright; “teeth” edging the flag, a
warning for outsiders to tread carefull
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Government

Representative Democracy in name; practical
authoritarian rule under a dominant executive
branch

Leader

President Luther Irons

Capital

Dominion

Population

3.5 to 4 million; mixed-race citizens face
discrimination

Major cities

Rustin, Tucson, Port Freedom

Climate/terrain

Temperate east, increasingly arid south and west;
vast plains, scorched grassland, deserts, major
river systems; two distinct mountain ranges

Religion

No formal bans yet, but the Old Religion is
aggressively promoted and politically leveraged

Motto

“Strength Remakes the World”

Culture/values

Rugged individualism, militarism, industrial
might, manifest-destiny expansionism

Economy

Capitalist framework with federal rationing of
food, fuel, and strategic commodities

Trading partners

Intermittent trade with parts of the Pacifica
Confederation, the West African Coalition,
neutral traveling merchants, and internal regional
exchanges

Principal products

Iron, steel, heavy manufacturing, emu and cattle
livestock, crude oil and refined fuels

Military

Standing army ~100k, modernized ground forces;
adequate naval fleet

Press

Tightly controlled; all newspapers require
government approval; Dominion Party
propaganda saturates public spaces

Key challenges

Expanding desertification, chronic food
insecurity, entrenched racial hierarchy, widening
political unrest, and an increasingly unstable
autocrat at the helm

Flag/crest symbolism

Red for the blood shed to forge the nation, black
for dominance; the hammer for might, the flames
for the fires of indust
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Government

Confederation of twelve independent states

Leader

The Maritime Council, chaired by Noah Redfern

Capital

No fixed capital; Council cities rotate annually

Population

7 to 7.5 million unevenly distributed across a vast
region

Major cities

Salt Lake City, Redding, Spokane

Climate/terrain

From temperate rainforest to arid desert;
mountains, plateaus, plains; heavy winter snows
at higher elevations with broad stretches of arable
land and wine country below

Religion

Determined by the member state

Motto

“Together Unbroken”

Culture/values

Freedom and independence; civic pride; defense
through unity; perseverance and adaptability

Economy

Mixed, determined by each member state

Trading partners

Free trade within the Confederacy and
protectorate territories; limited trade with
AlgonCree and Burnt Plains merchants

Principal products

Fruits, vegetables, fish, wine, salt, light industrial
products, technology, artisanal goods

Military

Member states maintain their own reserves; a
binding treaty ensures collective defense; exact
troop numbers unknown

Press

Regulated independently by each state

Key challenges

Seasonal wildfires, Pacific storms, long-distance
communication difficulty, persistent seismic
activity, absence of a unified currency

Flag/crest symbolism

Gold for prosperity, green for renewal, and earth-
gray for resilience; the three-peaked mountain
reflects unity among Pacifica’s regions, shared
strength, and endurance through catastrophe
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Government

Constitutional Monarchy with local noble
authorities

Leader

Queen Azaleen Frost

Capital

Nelanta

Population

5.5 to 6 million, approximately half mixed-race

Major cities

Marchland, Stonevale, Clearwater

Climate/terrain

Subtropical, plagued with storms, long coastline,
abundant rivers, plains, hills, and some
mountains

Religion

All faiths recognized; religious freedom is a
foundational value

Motto

“From Root, Resilience”

Culture/values

Equal rights for all, a libertarian mindset
emphasizing freedom, civic responsibility, and
courage in hardship

Economy

Mix system: barter, coinage, and credit notes

Trading partners

West African Coalition, Caribbean Islands,
limited trade with AlgonCree, internal trade,
occasional neutral merchants; traded with the
Red River Republic before Irons was president

Principal products

Cotton, corn, livestock & dairy, fish, textiles,
leatherwork, artisanal goods

Military

Standing army ~28,000, modest navy

Press

Free press; verifiable facts must support all
reported news

Key challenges

Seasonal storms and hurricanes, inconsistent
technology, unreliable power generation, limited
medical supplies and advanced manufacturing;
political tensions among noble houses

Flag/crest symbolism

Green for growth, gold for prosperity; the Tree of
Life for unity and interconnectedness; exposed
roots to honor ancestry; laurel branches
symbolizing human digni
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Government

Oligarchic Theocracy

Leader

The College of Ministers, led by First Cypher
Aurelian LeCun

Capital

Clover Hollow

Population

3 to 3.5 million; majority Caucasian

Major cities

Parkersburg, Lewisburg, Lexington

Climate/terrain

Dominant central mountain region with valleys
and plains, temperate with harsh winters, forests,
lakes, and rivers, isolated from the sea by red
zones

A Core Cult, the central figure being The Oracle
(the AI Core), doctrine enforced through the
Book of Doctrine and compulsory attendance at
Unity Houses

Motto

“Divine vision, infinite logic”

Culture/values

Highly ordered, uniform society, built on
obedience to the Oracle; conformity prized,
scientific and mathematical achievement revered;
xenophobia prevalent

Economy

Centralized, credit-based system with banknotes
for discretionary spending

Trading partners

Isolationists; internal trade only

Principal products

Grain, fruits & vegetables, manufactured goods,
advanced technology

Military

Standing army ~24k, drones, laser weapons,
robotics, primarily national guard operations;
military rivercrafts only

Press

All news and public communications originate
from the government or the church; no
independent media

Key challenges

Landlocked nation with no access to the sea,
severe winters; rolling power outages; cultural
rigidity that suppresses innovation

Flag/crest symbolism

Blue for stability, white for purity, silver/gold for
prosperity; the All-Seeing Eye enclosed in a
triangle, ringed with radiant lines, represents the
Oracle: ever-watchful, all-knowing
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