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Solstice massacre

Cal lay tao nh ism monca,ig ,ao,ishb ism re.aoiN wsbio uam all aendhk isc lsf. a 
rla,f HnbN Tsm i.aeo oiedcc.kN Tsm lscrm minnf usoi Haosbd.N ’ie.. indem i.pk 
r..h m,eacrlshb dA mo..A mlnA.mg mfskkshb shon kaef bdlls.mg ahk mAlamishb oiendbi 
miallnu ,e..fm osll ism xeas dhsHnec uam esAA.k ahk mnaf.k oiendbiN T. uam dm.k 
on oism mneo nH .v.eosnhg rdo i. uamhpo dm.k on so nh onA nH a iaek kaypm oeaK.l ahk 
hn ml..AN

T. usmi.k i. uam ra,f nK.e oi. rnek.eg sh Ine.lsnmN BH i. uam ,adbio sh oism 
A.eslndm ,ndhoey ism oienao undlk r. mlso sh ah shmoahoN Ddo i. iak on r. i.e.N Bo 
kskhpo caoo.e oiao so uam oi. mdcc.e mnlmos,.N Gdoy aluaym onnf Ae.,.k.h,. nK.e 
,.l.reaosnhmN D.msk.mg Y.h.eal xl.vahk.e iak bsK.h oi. nek.eg ahk ahynh. uin 
Kald.k oi.se lsH. ksk hno ksmnr.y oi. b.h.ealN

Cal ,i.,f.k oiao ism Ha,. camf uam aooa,i.k m.,de.ly on ism i.lc.og .hmdeshb oi. 
nhly Ksmsrl. As.,. nH isc uam oi. moesA nH mfsh aendhk ism .y.mg rdo .K.h oiao Aal. 
rso uam mc.ae.k usoi ,iae,nalN ’nhsbiog oi. xeas u.e. oafshb hn ,iah,.mN

Cal mlsoi.e.k Hneuaekm on b.o a r.oo.e Ks.u nH uiao lay ai.akN wnecally 
á-hks Ksllab.m ,nhmsmo.k nH cdkres,f idom m,aoo.e.k acnhb oi. oe..mg usoi a 
,.hoeal rnhWe.g a H.u mos,f Heac.m Hne keyshb ahscal mfshmg a m..k beshkshb ae.ag 
ahk mnc.osc.m a caf.misHo unnk.h A.h Hne bnaomN ’ism nh.g Cal hnos,.kg iak 
ialHRWhsmi.k monh. HneosW,aosnhmg a bnnk msbh oiao so uam a e.r.l oeashshb ram.N

x ,ndAl. nH A.nAl. uahk.e.k Aamo oi. rnhWe. ahk Cal bno a bnnk lnnf ao oi.se 
,lnoi.mN ’i. oeaksosnhal Ksreaho á-hks ,nlndem u.e. hnui.e. on r. m..hN Bhmo.akg 
oi.m. A.nAl. une. kdll oendm.emg miseom ahk rnnomg ahk oi.se mfsh uam kdmo.k usoi 
e.k Anuk.eN :iso. moe.afm nH Aasho mls,.k oi.se ,i..fm lsf. uisAlami.m ahk cne. 
uiso. Asbc.ho lsh.k oi.se aecm ahk mindlk.emg inhnde caefshbm Hne Sscag oi.se 
bnk nH lsbiohshbN CnAA.e ksm,m r.aeshb oi. WK.RAnsho.e Dahk-la moae idhb aendhk 
oi.se h.,fmN Y.h.eal xl.vahk.e uam esbioM oi.m. á-hks u.e. Dahk-la e.r.lmN

Cal lnnf.k on ism l.Ho ahkg aHo.e a lnhb cshdo. nH ,ae.Hdl m,edoshyg i. mAnoo.k 
xeo.csmN Ei. lay tao r.ishk a odHo nH beammg uao,ishb Hne ism msbhalN D.ishk i.eg oi. 
rla,fh.mm misHo.k ahk e.Anmsosnh.k am oi. e.mo nH oi. xeas e.aks.k oi.cm.lK.mN ’i.y 
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u.e. oun idhke.k moenhbg rdo on oi. á-hks oi.y undlk aAA.ae am hnoishb cne. 
oiah miaknum oie.akshb oiendbi oi. kaefh.mmN

Cal hnkk.k on xeo.csmg mi. cnosnh.k on mnc.nh. .lm. Hdeoi.e ra,fg ahk 
msl.holyg oi. xeas r.bah on ,se,l.N Cal moay.k ui.e. i. uamg uasoshbg uao,ishbN 
x Dahk-la  uncah A..e.k  onuaekm  oi.  rdmi am  sH  m.hmshb  cnK.c.hoN  Ei. 
moeasbio.h.kg baK. a miaeA uismol.g ahk mnc.nh. onmm.k a rd,f.o nH uao.e nhon oi. 
rnhWe.g oienushb oi. uinl. ae.a shon ismmshb kaefh.mmN Bh oi. H.u m.,nhkm so onnf 
Calpm .y.m on akzdmog i. i.aek edmolshb Hnnomo.Am ahk oi. ml..f uismA.e nH munekm 
r.shb keauhN ’i.h a uaehshb ,ey mAlso oi. hsbioN

!Arai!p
’i. e.r.lm kami.k on oi.se monh. uall ahk bearr.k mA.aem iskk.h r.ishk oi. 

res,fmN x tacshb one,i cnK.k alnhb a rahk nH xeas ae,i.em nh nh. msk. nH 
oi. ,acAg lsbioshb oi. aeenu osAmN :i.h oi. xeas ke.u oi.se rnum oi. tac.m 
slldcshao.k oi. knO.hm nH rla,f camfmN ’i. Wemo Knll.y lahk.k nh oi. oiao,i.k 
ennHm nH oi. indm.m ahk A.nAl. mAsll.k Henc knneuaymN

Cal e.,all.k Y.h.eal xl.vahk.epm nek.emM ‘Light their houses. Draw them out. 
They’ll have nowhere to run.’

:soi rdehshb indm.m ao oi.se ra,fm ahk oi. xeas Hne,. nh .K.ey msk.g oi. Dahk-la 
u.e. oeaAA.kN Cal fh.u Henc oi. uay oi. e.r.lm blah,.k arndo oiao oi.y e.alsm.k 
oi.se msodaosnh uam inA.l.mmN Ennhg oi. mcnf. ahk tac.m kenK. oi.c ndo Henc 
r.ishk oi.se HneosW,aosnhmN

!Einno oi.c3p xl.vahk.e y.ll.kN
’i. xeas ae,i.em We.kN Desllsaho tami.m lso dA oi. hsbio lsf. tshoRahkRmo..l mAaefm 

am oi. e.r.lm k.t.,o.k oi. aeenumN Cal moae.kg au.moed,fN T. fh.u oi. á-hks 
Anmm.mm.k ah dhAaeall.l.k oal.ho Hne m.lHRAeno.,osnhN ’i.y ,all.k so maléyaN Cal iak 
h.K.e m..h so dm.k sh raool. r.Hne.g oindbig ahk so uam ah sh,e.ksrl. ahk o.eesHyshb 
msbioN

!I..A Weshb3p
xl.vahk.e iak ahos,sAao.k oism k.H.h,. oa,os,N T.pk uaeh.k oi. xeas oiao so 

csbio oaf. m.K.eal Knll.ym r.Hne. oi. nhmladbio une. ndo oi. e.r.lm mn oi.y ,ndlk 
hn lnhb.e mis.lkN –h,. oiao iaAA.h.kg oi.y undlk cnK. shN

xeo.csm uam Weshb usoi oi. xeas ae,i.emg rdo Calpm rnu moay.k nh ism ra,fN –hly 
oi. xeas usoi oi. f..h.mo .y.msbio u.e. allnu.k on minnoN Calpm enl. uam on Wbio oi. 
Dahk-la sh ,lnm. ,ncraoN T. uam inAshb oi.ypk mdee.hk.e r.Hne. so ,ac. on oiaoN 
G.mAso. oi. Ha,o oiao i. ahk .K.eynh. .lm. iak iak .vo.hmsK. oeashshbg oi. Dahk-la 
u.e. ksq,dlo on mdrkd.N BH .hndbi nH oi.c rahk.k onb.oi.eg oi.y ,ndlk Adh,i 
oiendbi oi. xeas eahfm usoindo cd,i oendrl.N x H.u e.r.lm cdmo iaK. iak oi. 
mac. oindbiog r.,adm. oi.y easm.k oi.se munekmg minnf oi.se mA.aemg ahk r.llnu.k 
a á-hks raool. ,eyN

!Dea,. yndem.lK.m3p Cal mindo.kg keaushb ism munekN !’i.ype. bnshb on ,iaeb.3p
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’i. ae,i.em iak zdmo .hndbi osc. on mlshb oi.se rnum nK.e oi.se mindlk.em r.Hne. 
oi. e.r.lm Alndbi.k shon oi.cN –h. cah mudhb ism rlak. ao CalN :soi a ts,f 
nH ism uesmog Cal Aaees.k oi. aooa,fN ’i. e.r.l ,ac. ao isc abashg uiso. o..oi 
rae.k oiendbi ism mhaelN Cal uaek.k nP a H.u cne. moesf.m r.Hne. ksmaecshb iscN 
Tnulshb usoi eab.g oi. cah ldhb.kg k.t.,oshb Calpm rlak. usoi ism rae. aecN 
EAaefm tami.kg ahk Cal uam cnc.hoaesly rlshk.kN ’i. e.r.l Ashh.k isc on oi. 
bendhk ahk easm.k a idb. Wmo on ,edmi ism mfdllN

xeo.csmpm fhd,fl. bdaek ,edh,i.k shon oi. e.r.lpm o.cAl.g mhaAAshb ism i.ak 
amsk.N Tsm mis.lkm ts,f.e.k all nK.e ism rnkyg lsf. lsbiohshbN xhnoi.e rlnu m.ho 
isc enllshb a,enmm oi. bendhkN Cal kskhpo iaK. osc. on lnnf Hne ism munekN T. ahk 
xeo.csm l.aAo nh onA nH oi. cahN Ei. y.lA.k ahk mfsoo.e.k ra,f am ah .lrnu ,adbio 
i.e sh oi. monca,iN Cal bearr.k a WmoHdl nH iaseg yahf.k iaekg bendhk a fh.. shon 
oi. e.r.lpm mAsh. osll i. i.aek a ,ey nH abnhyN

!ándpK. r..h h.doealsm.kgp Cal maskN !ánd ,ahpo .m,aA.N EonA WbioshbNp
!xlesbiogp oi. e.r.l benah.k oiendbi ,l.h,i.k o..oiN
Cal .am.k oi. cahpm i.ak knuh a lsool. rdo kskhpo l.o isc bnN xendhk oi.cg 

cne. e.r.lm u.e. r.shb ue.mol.k shon mdrcsmmsnhN ’i.e. u.e. k.ak rnks.m am u.llg 
Dahk-la ahk xeasg ahk a H.u bed.mnc. shzdes.mN –h. xeas uam scAal.k nh a mA.ae 
ahk bamAshb Hne re.aoiN xhnoi.e uam oeyshb on inlk As.,.m nH ism monca,i onb.oi.eN 
Cal uam blak Hne nh,. oiao oi.y u.e. all camf.kN T. kskhpo e.,nbhsm. ahynh. .v,.Ao 
xeo.csmg ahk i. nhly fh.u so uam i.e r.,adm. nH i.e be..h .y.mg uis,i esbio hnu 
u.e. Hn,dm.k nh oi. rdehshb idomN

–h. xeas mnlks.e moenk. shon oi. lsbio nH oi. tac.mN Cal mau Henc oi. cahpm 
aecrahk oiao so uam Y.h.eal xl.vahk.eN

!Deshb oi. mdeKsKnem i.e.gp i. nek.e.kN
’i. ,aAode.k Dahk-la e.r.lm u.e. all rendbio Hneuaekg ahk sh oi. We.lsbio Cal 

bno a bnnk lnnf ao oi. nh. i. ahk xeo.csm iak ,adbioN T. uam cd,i yndhb.e oiah 
Cal Wemo oindbioN Bh Ha,og i. ,ndlk iaK. r..h oi. mac. ab. am oi.c 4 msvo..h y.aem 
nlkN ’i. rny uam laeb.e ahk moenhb.e oiah .soi.e nH oi.cg ahk ism ,iae,nal blae. 
uam Wv.k nh Calg uao,ishb Hne ah nAAneodhsoy on moesf.N

!Ih..l knuhgp xeo.csm maskg e.moshb i.e iahk nh oi. islo nH i.e munek am a 
uaehshbN ’i. rny znsh.k oi. e.mo nH oi. Dahk-la usoindo Aeno.moN

xl.vahk.e ksk a Fds,f i.ak ,ndho oi.h ,all.kg !Snah3p
’i. ,aAoash mo.AA.k HneuaekN !á.mg mse5p
!Tnu cahy yndhb e.,edsom ksk ynd reshb usoi ynd5p
Snah Aadm.kg .K.e mn res.tyg rdo so uam .hndbi on caf. Calpm mfsh ,eaul usoi 

ke.akN
!wsh.o..hg mseNp
!>.eH.,oN Y.o oi.c on lsh. dANp
Snah ,l.ae.k ism oienaoN !S.,edsomg Hall sh3p
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Cal ahk xeo.csm mo.AA.k Hneuaek ahk maldo.kN E.K.ho..h cne. xeas znsh.k 
oi.cN Cal uam e.ls.K.k on m.. oiao .K.eynh. Henc ism oeashshb ,acA uam mosll 
moahkshbN

!xh scAe.mmsK. bendAgp xl.vahk.e maskN !Tnu lnhb iaK. oi.y bno l.Ho nH oi.se 
oeashshb5p

!Esv cnhoimg msegp Snah e.Als.kN
!’sc. on m.. uiao oi.ype. cak. nHN S.,edsomg Ha,. oi. Dahk-la ahk e.aky ynde 

rnumNp
Cal moae.k ao oi. b.h.eal sh amonhsmic.hoN En ksk oi. noi.emN
!B mask Ae.Aae.3p xl.vahk.e raef.kN
Cal  mudhb  ism  rnu  nP  ism  mindlk.e  ahk  hn,f.k  ah  aeenuN  2K.eynh.pm 

cnK.c.hom u.e. e.ld,oahog ,nhHdm.kN wn nh. m..c.k mde. sH oi. b.h.eal uam 
m.esndm ne hnoN –h. e.r.l oindbio mng r.,adm. mi. oes.k on edh ahk uam ,do knuhN

!’af. ascNp
Cal ke.u ism rnu moeshbN xl.vahk.e uam knshb oism on m,ae. oi. e.r.lmg i. 

oindbioN ’i. b.h.eal undlkhpo nek.e oi.c on mladbio.e Aesmnh.emN
:ndlk i.5
!Eseg oi.m. Dahk-la iaK. r..h ,aAode.kN ’i.ype. dhaec.kN ’i.e.pm hn e.amnh on 

kn oismNp
Bo uam nh. nH oi. oushm uinpk mAnf.hN Cal ,ndlk h.K.e o.ll oi.c aAaeo ui.h oi.y 

u.e. sh dhsHnecN T. blah,.k knuh oi. lsh. nH e.,edsom sh osc. on m.. xl.vahk.e 
dhmi.aoi. ism idhoshb fhsH. ahk mlami oi. bselpm oienaoN

Cal alcnmo kenAA.k ism rnu sh min,fN Enc.nh. We.k .aely ahk nh. nH oi. e.r.lm 
,nllaAm.kN

!xscgp xl.vahk.e mask abashN
’ism osc.g oi. e.,edsom nr.y.k usoindo Fd.mosnhN Snah e.cash.k am mosll ahk 

msl.ho am oi. e.mo nH oi. xeasg rdo Cal e.,nbhsm.k oi. o.hmsnh sh oi. ,aAoashpm moah,. 
ahk sh oi. ahbl. nH ism i.akN T. uam am Anu.el.mm am ism e.,edsom on ,iall.hb. oism 
nek.eN

Cal lnnf.k knuh ao oi. o.eesW.k e.r.lg usmishb i. kskhpo iaK. on kn oismg usmishb 
i. ,ndlk csmWe. ahk l.o oi. rny m,deey shon oi. kaefh.mmN

!@se.Np
wnrnky kskN Y.h.eal xl.vahk.e ke.u a k..A re.aoig rdo r.Hne. ahy cne. 

nek.em ,ndlk r. bsK.hg Cal l.o ism Whb.em mlsk. nP oi. rnu moeshbN xo oi. lamo shmoahog 
i. mido ism .y.mN T. ,ndlkhpo rln,f ndo oi. mndhk oindbig oi. kdll oidk nH oi. 
aeenu isooshb oi. rnypm i.aeog oi. mnHo bedho am oi. re.aoi l.Ho iscN

’n Calpm ineene ahk e.ls.Hg .K.eynh. .lm. Hnllnu.k ism l.akg ahk oi. e.cashshb 
Dahk-la H.ll r.msk. oi. rnyN

!’iaogp xl.vahk.e cdecde.kg !uam K.ey ksmaAAnshoshbNp T. mhaAA.k ism Whb.em 
ao SnahN !ánde mFdakenh ,ah nebahsm. oi. rnks.mN Ddeh nde k.akN j.aK. oi. e.r.lm 
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on eno ui.e. oi.y ls.N >.eiaAm oism usll .h,ndeab. ynde e.ld,oaho e.,edsom hno on 
i.msoao. sh Hdode.Np

’i. e.cashshb xeas Hne,. r.bah oi. lnhb isf. ra,f on oi.se inem.mg l.aKshb 
Snahpm e.,edsom on ,l.ah dA oi. c.mmN ’i. ushk moe.hboi.h.kg moseeshb oi. ino hsbio 
lsf. a r.amo sh e.mol.mm mldcr.eN Cal e.oes.K.k ism munek oi.h i.lA.k on Asl. oi. xeas 
rnks.m nhon oi. rnhWe.N –h,. oism uam knh.g Snah amf.k oi.c on lay oi. Dahk-la 
mnlks.em sh a lsh. auay Henc oi. xeas Hdh.eal Aye.N xm oi. ,aAoash m.o oi. k.ak e.r.lm 
alsbiog Cal H.lo a k..Ag rdehshb maosmHa,osnh Hne oism mcall k.Wah,.N ’i.h i. ahk oi. 
e.mo nH oi. e.,edsomg all nH oi.c eabb.k usoi .viadmosnhg Hnllnu.k oi.se ,aAoash ra,f 
shon oi. rdmiN

’i.y e.a,i.k oi. inem.m ahk oi. e.mo nH oi. aecy zdmo am kauh mAlso oi. inesOnh 
ahk rlnnks.k oi. isllmN Calpm uinl. rnky a,i.kN T.pk r..h oun kaym hnu usoindo 
AenA.e e.mog ahk all i.pk .ao.h u.e. a H.u key rsm,dsom ahk mnc. ,de.k fahbaenn 
c.aoN T. idho.k oiendbi ism makkl.rabm Hne ism eaosnhmg rdo oi.y u.e. bnh.N ’i. 
m.hsne xeas iak aeesK.k cd,i .aels.eg ahk so m..c.k oi.ypk i.lA.k oi.cm.lK.m on oi. 
e.,edsomp HnnkN

@ne nh,.g Cal uam blak i. uam u.aeshb a camfN wn nh. ,ndlk m.. ism eab.N xm 
e.,edsom nH Snahpm mFdakenhg oi.y u.e. aluaym oe.ao.k lsf. WloiN Bo uam r.,adm. oi.y 
u.e. mileskúlos 4 cnhbe.l mnlks.emN wnh. nH oi.c uam Ade.Rrlnnk.k Ine.lsahN 
2a,i nH oi.c iak mnc.oishb .lm. csv.k sh 4 .soi.e á-hks ne Tsbilahk.eN Enc.g lsf. 
Calg kskhpo iaK. a kenA nH Ine.lsah sh oi.c ao allN –oi.emg lsf. xeo.csmg iak nhly 
oi. mcall.mo c.amde. nH mnc.oishb .lm. sh oi.se ah,.moeyN Bh Ha,og xeo.csm lnnf.k mn 
oinendbily Ine.lsah oiao hn nh. undlk bd.mm mi. iak á-hks ah,.moey dhl.mm oi.y 
mau oi. mileskúlos reahk dhk.elshshb i.e xeas oaoonnN Bo kskhpo caoo.e oiao Snahpm 
e.,edsom u.e. r.oo.e oeash.k ahk cne. isbily .kd,ao.k oiah ahy noi.e xeasN –h,. 
oi.y u.e. sk.hosW.k am mileskúlosg oi.y u.e. ksmAaeab.kg sbhne.kg ne kahb.endmly 
dhk.e.moscao.kN

Enc. nH oi. xeas inem.m u.e. lac. Henc oi. iaek esk. hneoig ahk nh. nH oi. 
b.h.ealpm bdaekm ,nccahk..e.k Calpm moallsnh Hne i.em.lHg l.akshb oi. oedmoshbg 
r.adosHdl inem. auay usoindo bsKshb Cal a ,iah,. on may bnnkry.N ’i. b.h.eal ahk 
ism bdaekm enk. nh ai.akg l.aKshb Snahpm e.,edsom on ,nK.e oi. e.aeN

xeo.csm nP.e.k i.e iahk on CalN !ánd ,ah esk. usoi c.Np
T. Adll.k iscm.lH dA r.ishk i.eg besooshb ism o..oi on mdAAe.mm ism ahb.e ahk 

bes.HN
’iao .K.hshbg am i. mao ry oi. ,acAWe.g Cal oindbio i. mau a Aase nH ,iae,nal 

.y.m uao,ishb isc Henc oi. kaefh.mmN



The border town

The Arai recruits rode on during the night, now far behind the general. At dawn 
Cal spotted tendrils of smoke lifting from the horizon. The horses stumbled out 
of the bush and onto the dirt track, their heads bent and hooves dragging.

Twin pillars of basalt with sundiscs carved into their bellies Yanked the road, 
marking the border between áKndemar and Iorelios. yt was still two full da’sB ride 
to the mountain training camp the recruits called home. Cal had lived there since 
he was twelve ’ears old. The da’ he was taken, heBd been pla’ing with his little sister 
in the fresh snow. The Arai had come out of nowhere, lifted him onto a horse, and 
clamped a smell’ cloth over his mouth. ‘’ the time heBd woken up, the’Bd alread’ 
marked him with their tattoo and the mileskúlos brand.

Fáou belong to the king now,B the’Bd said. Fáou are Arai. Sorget ’our famil’. yf 
’ou ever tr’ to leave, the’ will be the ones to pa’.B

?haking oW the memor’, Cal nudged Artemis, whoBd fallen asleep on his 
shoulder.

?he ’awned. FAre we homeDB
FjeBre at the border,B Cal replied.
Fys that allDB
FNonBt complain. áouBve Hust had a nice rest on m’ back.B
F!iceD yt was bon’.B Ger stomach growled. Fjhat y would give for some decent 

food.B
Fjhat would ’ou giveDB
Fáou, of course.B
FGaR áouBd have to catch me Orst.B
?omething sharp prodded his spine. FEot ’ou,B she said, with a smile in her 

voice.
FTraitor.B
7oan frowned at them, and Artemis returned the dagger to her boot.
–nce the’Bd crossed the border, 7oan reined in his mare and scanned the area 

with the acuit’ of a predator. Then he dismounted, unwound his mask, tugged oW 



TGQ ‘–7NQ7 T–j! x

his helmet, and ruíed his curl’ black hair.  yt was the sign the’Bd all  been 
waiting for J permission to let  down their  guard.  There was a Yurr’ of 
movement as face masks,  helmets and Hackets were Yung into saddlebags. 
Artemis dismounted, kicked oW her boots, and waded into the nearb’ creek. 
Cal Olled his waterskin and took several deep gulps then washed awa’ the 
charcoal from around his e’es. The water was cold and delicious. A few recruits 
sat on the bank, ma’be remembering the twin whoBd died. Cal was still unsure 
which sister it had been J he didnBt want to ask. The surviving twin stared at 
the smok’ horizon and wiped awa’ tears.

7oan leant against a tree awa’ from the recruits. The three red stripes on his 
armband marked him as a captain in the kingBs elite guard, but he couldBve been 
so much more if heBd wanted J an engineer, or ma’be even a palace advisor. 
ynstead, heBd chosen to remain in the mountains and prepare ’oung Arai 
recruits for service. Ge was brilliant, intuitive and, when he thought no one 
would notice, compassionate. -ualities that in CalBs mind elevated him to a 
much higher standard than Eeneral AleLander, though Cal would never admit 
this aloud. Cal was glad to have 7oan as their captain. Their lives wouldBve 
been ver’ diWerent if the’Bd trained under someone like the general.

Cal trusted 7oan with his life J the’ all did. The recruits relied on each other 
too, and while most of them regarded one another as brothers and sisters, Cal 
had never been able to forget his real famil’. ?afMa, the little sister whoBd dogged 
him like a stra’ dingo pup. 8akob, their father, whose sootqblackened smile and 
gruW laughter Cal sometimes thought he heard in the north wind. 9atel’, it was 
?afMa who had been walking through his dreams, cr’ing to him across the snow 
like she did the da’ he was taken. Ge was afraid heBd wake up one morning to 
Ond her at the mountain training camp, a fresh mileskúlos recruit to add to the 
eLpanding Arai ranks. ?heBd be the right age now J thirteen ’ears old.

Cal shut his e’es and turned his face to the sun so he could see the redness 
through his e’elids. !one of the other recruits had seen their families since 
the’Bd arrived at the mountain camp either, and nobod’ talked about their 
lives before the Arai. yt was either too painful or too distant to remember. 
Artemis had trusted Cal, and onl’ Cal, with her histor’. ?he didnBt remember 
her mother and didnBt know who her father was. ?heBd been brought to 7oan 
as a bab’. GeBd raised her and sheBd lived at the mountain training camp her 
whole life. Cal had told her his stor’ as well J snatched from the doorstep of 
his fatherBs smith’ J but he hadnBt revealed his fears about his sister.

The recruits knelt before the border stones and said a brief pra’er of thanks 
to ‘asilias, the Iorelian sun god. yt was spoken without feeling. Cal suspected 
he wasnBt the onl’ one who hated the gods for abandoning him to the Arai.

7oan mounted his horse and ordered, F>ove out.B
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Cal climbed up behind Artemis and the’ rode through the border town 
in silence. The cracking mudbrick houses were all occupied, some with two 
or three families sharing a single room. Cal saw threadbare rugs and ricket’ 
furniture through the split  shutters.  An old man leading a malnourished 
horse moved oW the road and rested a hand on the animalBs muzzle to keep it 
@uiet. Sour skinn’ children in rags ran into the street, running circles around 
the smallest. jhen the’ caught sight of the blackquniformed recruits, the’ 
swallowed their laughter and scooted into the nearest doorwa’.

A frail woman sat on a step, her gre’ hair pinned in a bun and her bare, 
dust’ feet sticking out from beneath a tattered dress. jhen 7oan reined in his 
horse, she said in a voice hardened with bitterness, FThereBs no point, sir. The 
general and his troops helped themselves to all our supplies. ThereBs nothing 
left.B

F–h,B  7oan said @uietl’.  Ge paused,  stud’ing her and the halfqhidden 
villagers for a moment, then Yipped open a secret pocket in his saddlebag J 
one that the generalBs guards must have overlooked J and drew out a purse 
full of coins. Ge dismounted and oWered the mone’ to the woman.

FyBll pa’ ’ou for the food that was taken and whatever else ’ou can spare.B
Ger war’ gaze Yicked across the recruits.
Fje wonBt hurt ’ou or an’one else,B 7oan said. Ge pressed the purse into 

her hand then crouched down and whispered something in her ear.  ?he 
went still, looking at him with a clarit’ that hadnBt been there before. ?he 
peered into the purse, rattled the coins to check whether the’ were real, then 
beckoned to a ’oung man.

FEive them some emergenc’ supplies.B
The ’oung man looked about to protest but her hard stare silenced him. 

Ge vanished into a dilapidated barn further down the road.
Nozens  of  faces  peered out  from windows,  sta’ing well  clear  of  the 

sunlight. !o one spoke, not even the ’oungest children. Cal shifted uneasil’. 
Ge couldnBt help but wonder whether the’ were about to be ambushed.

?everal long minutes passed before the ’oung man reappeared with a sack 
in each hand. 7oan took the sacks and distributed portions of bread, cheese 
and dried meat to each of the recruits. yt was barel’ a handful for each of 
them, but no one complained.

FThanks, sir,B someone said.
Fáeah, sir. Thanks.B
7oan inclined his head to the old woman, who stared stonil’ back. Cal got 

the impression that 7oan had told her something forbidden, something that 
could get them all in trouble if she repeated it. ‘ut that secret had won her 
trust and got them food. Cal wondered what the captain had said to her.
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As the’ passed the last house, Cal glanced back and saw the townBs small 
population rush to the woman as she distributed the coins.



Questions and punishment

Usually, it would have taken the Arai recruits two days of hard riding to reach 
their mountain training camp from the border, but to Cal’s immense relief, 
Roan slowed the pace right down, and it wasn’t until the third day that they 
trudged up the slope to the simple wooden huts they called home.

‘Get some rest,’ Roan said. ‘Training resumes tomorrow at third hour.’
A few people sighed. A sleep-in was the best they could expect. When Cal 

stepped into the boys’ hut, the others were already collapsing onto their beds 
without bothering to undress. Cal kicked oO his boots, stretched out on his 
own lumpy dry-grass mattress, and closed his eyes. Hne by one his muscles 
relaxed, easing out the tension and aches of the past week, and he surrendered 
to the tug of sleep.

Without  warning,  an  image  rose  in  his  mind  of  the  young  rebel’s 
terror-stricken face. Cal shot upright and sat gasping for a minute while his 
heartbeat thrummed. Me knew he’d never sleep with this dead boy watching 
him, so he went to the waterhole, sneaking past the girls’ hut and out of the 
camp.

The darkening sky reNected across the surface of the waterhole,  like a 
gateway to the stars. Cal wished he could step through and escape his life as 
an Arai. Me knew he couldn’t, though. The cost of freedom was far too steep.

Me pulled oO his shirt, plunged headFrst into the water, and sank beneath 
the rippling surface.  Qud swirled between his  toes  as  his  feet  touched 
the bottom, and dying daylight seeped through the murky brown water, 
reminding him of the sky during a bushFre, when smoke blocked out the sun.

The following day, after his breakfast of fresh bread and honey, Cal went 
up the mountain with Artemis and the others for training. Eo one spoke 
much, and Cal noticed lots of heads bowed during their morning run. At the 
summit, sharp boulders protruded like bone fractures, and Cal took extra care 
as he navigated through them. Srom this height, the bald patches of farmland 
in the next valley seemed as though they were being swallowed by the wild.
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Artemis leaned against a boulder and Nicked her long fringe aside. ‘áooks 
diOerent now, doesn’t itK’

Cal nodded. ‘1 keep seeing that jand—la boy’s face.’
‘We didn’t have a choice. 1t was them or us.’ Mer expression hardened, and 

so did her tone. ‘1t wasn’t right.’
Cal glanced around. ‘–eep your voice down.’
‘Roan thinks the same thing. Lidn’t you see him when Alexander gave the 

orderK’
A sharp whistle made them turn, and they 2ogged back to the training 

ground where Roan waited with arms folded across his chest.
Artemis started to explain, ‘We were thanking jasilias for our safe 2ourney 

home andq’
‘Hur safe return had nothing to do with any gods,’ Roan growled.
Artemis looked annoyed that her lie hadn’t been believed.
‘jut since you’re both so keen to be close to the heavens, you can go up 

again. At a sprint.’
Cal groaned. 1t had taken him longer than usual to reach the top the Frst 

time. Pprinting the distance would wipe him out for the rest of the morning.
‘1f you stand there any longer, Cal, you’ll spend the next week on mess hut 

duty. jy yourself.’
Cal chased Artemis to the summit and back.
‘Again,’ Roan said, indicating their third run.
jy the time they stopped in front of Roan, they were dripping sweat and 

shaking.
‘Get a drink, then go to the cave,’ Roan said.
The cave.  Cal almost collapsed with relief.  The cave meant shade, cool 

rocks to sit on, and an easy task such as weapons maintenance. Pometimes 
all  they did was listen to Roan lecture on anything from astronomy to 
locksmithing to bush survival to horse training.

Artemis took a long drink from a leather waterskin. After she was Fnished, 
Cal gulped several mouthfuls and poured even more over his head till  his 
hair and singlet were soaked. Then they trudged to the cave that yawned into 
the mountainside above the camp. A gallery of faded ochre hand prints, Fsh, 
and wallabies splattered the highest rock faces, evidence of the Frst warriors 
who had inhabited this land many generations ago. The recruits lounged in 
the dips and crevasses with their boots oO and sewing kits out. Cal found a 
comfortable rock and started stitching the tears in his uniform.

The air was heavy with a deliberate, concentrated silence. Cal wanted someone 
to say something Y anything Y about the solstice mission, but with Roan sitting at 
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the mouth of the cave, no one dared. Cal saw the aftereOects of the mission in the 
faces of everyone around him except the captain, who seemed unchanged by it.

Cal respected Roan’s rules and 2udgement. Eo matter how hard the captain 
pushed his recruits, he was never cruel, not like Alexander. Dven so, Cal wondered 
if Roan really would agree with Artemis, that the general’s order to execute the 
rebels should never have been given.

As if reading Cal’s thoughts, Roan turned to his recruits and said, ‘Things will 
get better.’

1t sounded like a promise. Cal sliced the end oO his thread and hoped that 
Roan was right.

The days crawled into a week, then two weeks, then three. Cal heard no 
rumours of a jand—la retaliation. Then again, not much news at all reached their 
isolated training camp. The tension Cal sensed among the recruits, the unspoken 
zuestions and silent fears, seemed to ease and be forgotten.

jut Cal couldn’t forget, not when the rebel boy visited him so often in 
his nightmares. Mis constant state of exhaustion turned simple chores into 
challenges. When he was rostered onto dinner duty, he sometimes missed 
ingredients in the dishes, and had to endure endless complaints from the other 
recruits.

Hne evening, he dragged a cast iron pot from its shelf, plonked it on the table, 
and stared at its pitted base for a full minute before turning to Artemis and 
asking, ‘Lo you still think about the solstice missionK’

Phe scooped a few cups of Nour into a bowl before replying, ‘1t wasn’t a 
mission. 1t was a massacre.’

Mer words drifted into the rafters like a curse.
Cal packed the hearth with tinder then struck the Nint and steel. 1t took him 

a few tries to get it to ignite, and when it did, the cool, earthy air of the mess hut 
became stiNing. Me threw open the shutters to let in the night air.

‘!ou know 1’m right, Cal,’ Artemis said, adding water and salt to the Nour. ‘1t 
was a massacre. That’s all it was ever going to be.’

‘Ptop saying that. !ou’re not helping.’
Phe mixed the dough with her Fngers, making loud szuelching noises. Cal 

Flled the cast iron pot with cold water then whipped the cover oO a bucket of 
yabbies, tipped them into the pot, and slammed down the lid. The yabbies’ claws 
clicked against the metal as they tried to escape. Artemis emptied the bread dough 
onto the table and rammed it with her Fsts.

A shadow passed the window, and Cal caught a glimpse of short brown hair 
and a strong 2aw set in a stern expression. 1t was General Alexander. Without 
pausing to glance into the mess hut, he strode up the slope towards Roan’s 
zuarters. Cal released an unsteady breath.
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‘1’ll see if any of the others know why the general’s here,’ Artemis said, and 
ducked outside.

Cal pushed the bread dough into a couple of baking tins, slid them and the 
pot of yabbies onto the hearth, and nestled several root vegetables among the hot 
embers. Me placed a handful of small earthenware 2ars on the battered bloodwood 
table, opening each of the lids and inhaling the scent of the herbs.

Hne by one, the Arai recruits Fled into the mess hut. Artemis didn’t return until 
Cal was setting the bread and pot of yabbies on the table. Phe sat down, mumbled 
a prayer of thanks, and cracked open a yabbie shell like she was killing it all over 
again. Cal tried to catch her eye, but she refused to look up from her dinner.

Alexander stepped out of Roan’s hut, and Artemis stared unblinking as he 
walked towards his tethered horse and waiting bodyguards. Phe gulped a mouthful 
of water, slammed her cup down. Phoved her chair back. Ptrode out of the mess 
hut. Ptunned silence choked the room. Then plates clattered onto the Noor as the 
recruits scrambled to the window.

‘What was the point of itK’ Artemis yelled.
Alexander stopped. Turned. áevelled his ha@el stare at her.
‘Get back to the mess hut, ArtemisA’ Roan ordered, his eyes wide with alarm.
Phe ignored him. ‘We didn’t have to kill those jand—la. 1t was a massacre. 1t was 

wrong. Why did you give the orderK’
Cal thought he saw a Nash of trepidation in Alexander’s ga@e. The general 

looked at the mess where the recruits stood watching, and his hesitation vanished.
Grabbing a Fstful of Artemis’s hair, Alexander said, ‘Roan, bring me a whip.’
jefore he had time to think through the consezuences, Cal found himself 

standing in front of the general, breathless with panic. ‘Pir, please don’t.’
Alexander knocked him aside with a backhand. ‘Mas this entire training camp 

lost its integrityK’
With an immense eOort of will, Cal straightened and bowed his head in 

submission.
‘Twenty lashes for insubordination, girl,’ Alexander said. ‘And the rest of you 

will learn not to zuestion the king’s authority.’
Artemis struggled as Alexander’s bodyguards strapped her to a wooden bench. 

Alexander snatched the whip Roan oOered, shook out the leather thong, and 
coiled his Fngers around the stock. The two bodyguards clutched their sword hilts, 
ready to stop anyone who dared to challenge the general. Roan was paler than Cal 
had ever seen him, but he could do nothing. Eone of them could.

Cal 2olted as the whip cracked across Artemis’s shoulders. Phe screamed. Phe 
screamed with the next lash as well. And the one after that. Cal Ninched with 
each stroke. At the fourteenth, Artemis fell silent. At the seventeenth, she was 
unconscious. jy the time Alexander was Fnished, Cal was Fghting back tears.
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The general stepped towards the line of recruits, breathing heavily and eyes 
gleaming with disgust. Slecks of blood dotted his cheek. ‘1f anyone else from this 
mileskúlos camp speaks against the king, you will all be punished.’

Me tossed the whip at Roan’s feet then swung onto his horse and rode down 
the mountain trail with his men following close behind.

Cal rushed to free Artemis’s wrists, catching her as she slid oO the bench. jlood 
drenched the tattered remains of her shirt, and beneath the broken skin on her 
back Cal saw shredded sinew.

‘ArtemisK’ Cal said, wiping his eyes dry. ‘Artemis, wake up.’
Roan scooped her out of Cal’s arms and carried her into his hut, calling over his 

shoulder for boiling water and bandages.
1n that moment, as he sat in the dust with Artemis’s blood on his hands, 

something in Cal’s mind clicked. At the Frst opportunity, he would run, and he’d 
take Artemis with him.
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