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ItoNA ANDREWS

had stood there for thousands ofyears and would stand just like that for another
millennium, timeless and indifferent, while the city around it crumbled into
dust, rebuilt, and crumbled again.

No, it was real, like this endless rain, like the pain in my freezing bare feet,

and like the gnawing ache in my stomach.

In the distance, a bell tolled four times. Four pv.

It wouldn't be too long now.

To say that this was not the way I envisioned spending my Sunday would
be a criminal understatement. Today would've been my one day ofr. I should ve

spent it watching Netflix, nibbling on a pizza, and reading while lounging on
my couch in my tiny apartment, in my soft swearpants, warm and dry. Not
wrapped in a dirty rag, shivering in a grimy alley, while the sky dumped gallons
of cold rain on my head.

I wasn't a big reader through most of my childhood, but when I was sixreen,

my 6rst serious boyfriend broke up with me, and it was hell. My brain kept
rehashing every moment of the relationship in excruciating detail. One after-
noon, as I lay on my bed, wallowing in self-pity, my mom handed me a thick
fantasy book, and when I turned my nose up ar it, she told me, "Maggie, you need

to live in someone else's head for a bit."
I'd thought I would read a few pages. When I came up for air, 6ve hours

Iater, my breakup was an afterthought. Some seriously messed-up stuff hap-
pened on the first page, and I had to find out how it turned out. Somehow by
the end of those fir,e hours, the book had wrung me dry. I could deal with life
agarn.

I'd tried every genre under the sun since, but fantasy was my vice of choice.
There was something about blades and magic that did it for me. Deadll. sr.r,ord-

masters, thieves prowling through moonlit srreets, dark magicians, rvarrior
princesses, ruthless nobles, majestic dragons, hideous monsters, I loved it all.
Put a hot dude i. armor with a sr,,,ord on the cover, and my eves glazed or.er
while my hand crept to the BUy button, budget be damned.

I had read enough fantasy books to filI a librar1,. but that ver1. fir51 .s1165

was my special treasure. Set in the city of Kair Toren, capital of the kingdom
of Rellas, the story revolved around the power struggles of eight noble families,
and it was so full of fantasy rropes, it would be clichdci excepr that the superb
writing moved it right past stereotypical into classic. The characters felt so real,
they practically jumped off the page.

The series had two books, The Thieues af the iVorth and The Lords of the East.

The third one had never come our.
I had been rereading those two books for the last ren years. V/henever life

got to be too harsh, I would grab them off my booksheli and they never failed
to pull me out of whatever funk I had going on at the time. I could quote
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6 ITONA ANDREWS

I gripped the rock and hit the cobblestones with it.
The beast shied back and hissed.

A piercing screech tore through the air above us. I glanced up. One of the
rveird birds swooped at the rol,".er in a suicidal dive and rammed the petals.

For a moment, the entire flower i ,ent dark, barely visible in the rain.
Oh crap.

The bud pulsed with pale light. Tongues of golden lighrning erupted from
the petals, snaking toward the birds. 'Ihey tried ro flee in a panic, but the light-
ning chased rhem, stabbing ar their wings.

One of the bird-things cried out, plunged from the sk1', and smashed onto
the paver stones betvreen me and the stelka with a wet thud. It r,vas about the
size of an eagle, rvith a long r,vhip-like tail tipped u.ith a fan of dark feathers. Its
wings were rnide, its long hind legs were sheathed in conrour feathers, and all
four of its appendages ended in paws armed with sharp talons.

A lorsse. Those long dinosaur-looking jaws were a dead giveaway. So that's
rvhat thev looked like. In the books, they came out during srorms and were at-

tracted to magic.

The bird-thing clicked its needle teeth and tried to rise.

The stelka lunged forward. Her mouth closed on rhe creature's neck and bit
down. Blood drenched the feathers. The lorsse rvent limp. The stelka growled
at me, clamping the neck in her teeth, slung the dead lorsse over her back-it
was bigger than she was-and took off deeper into the allev, back the wa1, she

had come.

Tltat\ right. And don't come bat'h.

I slumped against the wall. Kair Toren in a nutshell. One moment you are

flying high and screaming ar rhe world, the next someone bites your rhroat and
drags you offinto a dark alley. It was unhinged, but I was almost sorry ro see

the stelka go. In the past three days, that little beast was rhe only living crearure
that had acknowledged my existence.

I'd read this type ofstory before. It was a portal fantasy, a subgenre that had
grown really popular in fantasy romance Jately. It seemed in every other book
some poor of[ce worker woman about my age got hit by a bus or collapsed from
overworking and ended up in a fictional world.

I kneu, exactly how things \..ere supposed to go. I was meant to appear in
this new world as a wornan of prophecy r,l,ith magic holy powers so I could assist

the kingdom with their blight or curse problem. I would be met by a prince or
some high-ranking and stunning noble, and upon heroically demonstrating my
abilities, I wouid become rhe center of atrenrion, while a gaggle of ridiculously
handsome men followed me around, pledged their swords ro me, and pleaded
with me not to overexert myself.

Failing that, I could wake up in the body of the female lead, usually a
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ILoNA ANDREwS

two guys rolling around on the ground. These people were literally beating each

other to death with rocks and stomping on prone bodies, and nobody was doing
anything about it. I got out ofthere as fast as I could.

I drank rainwater when I was thirsty and prayed I wouldn't get dysentery. I
squatted in alleys when I had to pee. I'd torn two armholes in my blanket and
tied it around myself so I could run away fast if I had to. I hid wherever I could
to sleep and had only managed a few hours in the last three nights. I had to
fight off ravenous magic otter-foxes. The first day I was in denial and expecting
the nightmare to end, the second, I was desperate and scared, and now only a
grim determination remained. I'd invested weeks of my life into those cursed
books. I knew them cover to cover. I would suryive. Kair Toren wouldn't kill
me. I wouldn't give it the satisfaction.

Last night, I stumbled onto a large plazawith a blue obelisk in the center. In
the books it was called Bluestone Square, and there was a signboard by the obe-
lisk where the government posted announcements. \7hen I found it, I learned
two things: I could read Rellasian and yesterday was the fifth of Planter, the last
month of spring, of theyear 3044.

I was at the end of chapter one of the first book. Today after four pM a man
called Lecke would cross the Estret Bridge. He was a scummy, sniveling prick,
the kind of character that makes you wait an enrire book for a rock to fall on his
head and crush his skull.

-When Lecke was eighteen years old, his parents died in a mill fire. He didnt
set it, but it had served his purposes beautifully. He had wanted to get out of
the countryside for a while, and now he could sell everything they owned and
take offfor greener pastures. Unfortunately for him, his two younger brothers,
one ten and the other seven, didn't perish with his parents; so Lecke strangled
them in their sleep, threw their bodies into the nearest ravine, and told the
village that they had gone to live with his nonexisrent aunt and uncle. That was

only the beginning of his career, and it had gone from bad to worse. Now he

made his money as a fence, buying and selling bloodstained jewelry and other
valuables brought to his door late at night by people with vicious eyes.

Today, Lecke would be carrying a bag of money from a particularly good
haul. I had to get that bag.

I studied my rock. Normally, a man in Lecke's profession would have a body-
guard, but he didn't trust anyone. Instead, he carried a knife and was very good
with it. Trying to attack him, with my head swimming from hunger and only a

rock as my weapon, was suicide. But I was out of options.
As if on cue, someone walked out from the mouth of the street at the other

side of the river and stepped onto the bridge. The Estret was one of the city's
narrower bridges, about a hundred feet long but only fifteen feet wide, guarded
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IO ITONA ANDREWS

I had a death grip on that damn bag. No force in the universe could make
me let go.

The bloody knife slashed in front of me, drawing an icy line across m1, neck.

Heat wet my skin. Bright, shocking red sprayed Lecke's face and cloak.

He'd cut my throat. He'd killed me. No more curling up in my aparrmenr

with a book. No rnore Netflix. I would never see my parents and my brother
again. Ali my dreams and hopes, all rhe things I didn't get to do, it was all over.

Irtly small comfortable life ended right here.

He wouldn't take this bag even if keeping it was the final thing I did in my
short life. I gripped the canvas sack and, r,r'ith the last of my strength, hurled
myself backrvard over the rail into the river. The gray stormy sky vawned at me,

tilted, and then cold dark rvater fell on my face and swallor,ved me whole.
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t2 TLoNA ANDREwS

at the junction of the Koreg and another small river. C)gden was rhe only island
downstream of the Estret Bridge that would still let me view almost all of the
Mage Tower. I knew this because one of the characters chose this spot for an

ambush and had a whole page of inner monologue about the beauty of the
Mage Tbwer and how this was the only island where so much of it could be seen.

On other islands the trees or buildings blocked the vierv.

I was sitting under Ogden Bridge right by a busy neighborhood. I needed to
get the hell out of here before someone noticed me or Lecke came looking for
his blood molley.

Getting up proved to be a heroic challenge. My srornach didn't have a gash,

but rn1. whole body hurt as if someone had pummeled me with a baseball bat"

After three tries, I stood and leaned against the column, u,hich u.as likely a

bridge pier, took a short breather, and stumbled forward, keeping my left hand
on the stones and my right cradling the money. Everv step hurt, but I rvas losing
light and fhst.

I rounded the pier and squinted at the narrow stretch of shrub-covered
ground. Something rested on the muddy shore, halfway in the water. The air
reeked of an unrnistakable, slightly sweet srench.

A dead body. I waded through the ankle-deep warer toward it.
It was blue-black and bloated. I couldn't even tell if it was a woman or a man.

It looked like it would fall apart at any momenr.

I retched, but there was nothing in my stomach, so I just dry heaved unril I
peed myself. I would ve cried, but I didn't have the energv for it.

the body wore a cloak and some sort oltunic and panrs, ripped and stained.
A rope with torn ends wrapped around the corpse's waist. There must've been a
rveight attached to it. This was a planned drowning, never meanr to be discor,-
ered. The floodwaters had dislodged the corpse from the riverbed and carried it
to the island.

I waited until my eyes stopped watering fiom the stink, walked over to the
body, crouched, and unhooked its cioak. Getting it off the corpse proved a lot
easier than expected. I pulled, and it came free.

I had to wash it. The river rnas cold, muddy, and dark. I gritted my teeth,
dragged the cloak into the water, and sloshed it around.

A small shape slunk out of the twilight to the right of me. I turned my head.

You'ue got to be bidding me.

The little stelka hugged the ground and showed me her teeth.
My voice came out ragged, like a growl. "I will end you. I mean it."
The stelka hesitated. unsure.

If I ever rn ent back to my world, I rvould burn every copv of The Thieues of the
Nortb I could frnd. i would build a Viking funeral pyre our of them on a raf t,
push it into Lake Travis, and howi like a r+.olf while fames consumed it.
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