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AN ACKNOWLEDGMENT

Last time, I made a list of names.

It seemed like the right approach, given that so many people had helped
me in so many ways as [ was writing The Emperor’s Blades. This book is
even bigger, and so one might expect a longer list, an even greater catalogue
of names, but I’ve grown a bit suspicious of lists.

To make a list in the acknowledgments of a book is to say, I know my
debts. And the truth is, I don’t, not even half of them. For every great idea
that I can trace to an actual person, to a specific conversation over beers,
there are scores, hundreds of wonderful thoughts that people—some friends,
some utter strangers, some in writing, some in casual conversation—have
laid into my arms like little babies.

I’ve raised these ideas as though they were mine, tried to take good care
of them, tucked them tight between the covers of this book. Some of them
have lived with me a long time, and I’ve grown incredibly fond of them,
possessive even, so much so that it takes the occasion of this formal
acknowledgment to tell the truth: I don’t know where they all came from.

Now, as they head back out into the world, I like to imagine that although
they might be frightened at first, they will grow increasingly delighted at the
sheer size of it all, the color, the freedom, that they might recognize the
majesty of the place they came from. The world is so much larger than one
writer’s mind, and though these ideas have lived with me awhile, I was never
their final home.
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PROLOGUE

By the time Sioan reached the tower’s top, stepping from the last stair into
the bitter chill of the night, the air in her lungs burned with a fury to match
the fire raging in the streets below. The climb had taken hours—half the
night, in fact. The guardsmen pacing her showed no visible strain, but then,
the Aedolian Guard jogged the steps of Intarra’s Spear in full armor once a
moon. Keeping pace with a middle-aged Empress and three small children
proved no great difficulty. She, on the other hand, felt ready to drop. Each
landing invited her to stop, to sit, to lean against the wooden scaffolding that
supported the stairs, close her eyes, and collapse into sleep.

I have grown too soft, she told herself again and again, self-reproach the
only thing keeping her wobbling legs moving. I have become a soft woman
living among soft things.

In truth, however, she worried more about her children than herself. They
had all made the climb to the top of the Spear, but never with such urgency.
A normal ascent might span two days, with breaks along the way for rest and
refreshment, trays of food and generous mattresses laid out by an advance
party of cooks and slaves. Those climbs were pleasant, celebratory; the
children were too small for this furious charge. And yet Sioan’s husband had
insisted. One did not refuse the Emperor of Annur.

This is their city, Sanlitun told her. The heart of their empire. This is
something they must see. The climb will be the least of the difficulties they
will one day face.



Not that he had to climb the ’Kent-kissing tower. A Kettral Wing, five
hard-eyed men and women in black, had whisked the Emperor to the top of
the Spear beneath their massive, terrifying hawk. Sioan understood the
urgency. Flames tore through the streets, and her husband needed the vantage
to command the response. Annur could not afford to wait while he mounted
tens of thousands of steps.

The Kettral had offered to come back for Sioan and the children, but she
refused. Sanlitun claimed the birds were tame, but tame was not the same
thing as domesticated, and she had no intention of abandoning her children to
the talons of a creature that could rend oxen to ribbons with a single swipe.

And so, as the Emperor stood on the roof giving orders to stop the city
from burning, Sioan had labored up the stairs, inwardly cursing her husband
for insisting they join him, cursing herself for growing old. The Aedolians
climbed silently, but the children, despite their initial enthusiasm, struggled.
Adare was the oldest and strongest, but even she was only ten, and they
hadn’t climbed for long before she started to pant. Kaden and Valyn were
even worse. The steps—a human construction built into the clear, ironglass
shell of the ancient, impossible structure—were large for their short legs, and
both boys kept tripping, purpling shins and elbows against the wooden treads.

For thirty floors, the wooden steps wound upward through level after
level of administrative chambers and luxurious suites. The human builders of
those chambers and suites had stopped at thirty floors. Though the shell of
the tower stretched on above, so high that it seemed endless, only the stairs
continued, spiraling up inside the vast emptiness, up and up, thin and
trembling, suspended in the center of the impossible glass column. Hundreds
of paces higher, the staircase pierced the solitary prison level—a single floor
built of solid steel—then continued higher still. During the day, it was like
climbing through a column of pure light. At night, however, the surrounding
void was disorienting, even frightening. There was only the winding stair, the
encompassing dark, and beyond the walls of the spear itself, the angry blaze
of Annur burning.

For all her husband’s insistence on haste, the city would burn whether or
not the four of them were there to watch, and Sioan urged the children to stop



each time they reached a landing. Adare, however, would fall down dead
before she disappointed her father, and Valyn and Kaden, miserable though
they were, trudged on grimly, shooting glances at each other, each clearly
hoping the other would quit, neither willing to say the words.

When they emerged, finally, from the trapdoor, all three looked ready to
fall over, and though a low wall ringed the top of Intarra’s Spear, Sioan put
her arms out protectively when the wind gusted. She need not have worried.
The Aedolians—Fulton and Birch, Yian and Trell—ringed the children,
guarding, even here, against some constant, unseen threat. She turned to her
husband, the curses ready on her tongue, then fell silent, staring at the blaze
destroying the city below.

They had seen it from inside the Spear, of course—the furious red
refracted through the glass walls—but from the impossible height of the
tower’s top, the streets and canals might have been lines etched on a map.
Sioan could extend a hand and blot out whole quarters—Graves or
Lowmarket, West Kennels or the Docks. She could not, however, blot out the
fire. The report, when she started climbing, had put it on the very western
edge of Annur, a vicious conflagration confined to half a dozen blocks.
During their interminable ascent, however, it had spread, spread horribly,
devouring everything west of the Ghost Road and then, fanned by a quick
wind off the western sea, lapped its way east toward the far end of the
Godsway. She tried to calculate the number of houses burned, the lives lost.
She failed.

At the sound of the trapdoor clattering shut, Sanlitun turned. Even after
years of marriage, his gaze still gave her pause. Though Adare and Kaden
shared their father’s burning irises, the fire in the children’s eyes was warm,
almost friendly, like the light from a winter hearth or the gaze of the sun.
Sanlitun’s eyes, however, burned with a frigid, unwavering flame, a light
with no heat or smoke. No emotion showed on his face. He might have spent
half the night watching the stars chart their course through the dark or the
moonlight ribbing the waves rather than fighting a conflagration that
threatened to consume his city.

Sanlitun considered his children, and Sioan felt Adare straighten at her



side. The girl would collapse later, in the privacy of her own chambers, but
now, in the presence of her father, legs trembling with the strain of the climb,
she refused to lean on her mother. Kaden’s eyes were wide as plates as he
stared at the city below. He might have been alone on the roof, a child of
seven facing the blaze all by himself. Only Valyn took her hand, sliding his
small fingers into her grip as he looked from the fire to his father, then back.

“You arrived in time,” the Emperor said, gesturing to the dark blocks of
the city.

“In time for what?” Sioan demanded, her anger threatening to choke her.
“To watch ten thousand people burn?”

Her husband considered her for a moment, then nodded. “Among other
things,” he replied quietly, then turned to the scribe at his side.

“Have them start another fire,” he said. “The full length of Anlatun’s
Way, from the southern border of the city to the north.”

The scribe, face intent, bent to the task, brushing the words over the
parchment, holding the sheet in the air a moment to dry, rolling it quickly,
tucking it into a bamboo tube, then slipping it into a chute running down the
center of the Spear. It had taken Sioan half the night to ascend the ’Shael-
spawned tower; the Emperor’s orders would reach the palace below in a
matter of moments.

The command away, Sanlitun turned to his children once again. “Do you
understand?” he asked.

Adare bit her lip. Kaden said nothing. Only Valyn stepped forward,
squinting against the wind and the fire both. He turned to the long lenses
cradled in their brackets against the low wall, lifted one, and put it to his eye.
“Anlatun’s Way isn’t burning,” he protested after a moment. “The fire is still
blocks to the west.”

His father nodded.

“Then why...” He trailed off, the answer in his dark eyes.

“You’re starting a second fire,” Adare said. “To check the first.”

Sanlitun nodded. “The weapon is the shield. The foe is the friend. What is
burned cannot burn again.”

For a long time the whole family stood in silence, staring at the blaze



eating its way east. Only Sioan refused a long lens. She could see what she
needed to see with her own eyes. Slowly, implacably, the fire came on, red
and gold and horrible until, in a straight line across the western end of the
city, a new set of fires burst out, discrete points at first, spreading together
until an avenue of flame limned the western edge of the broad street that was
Anlatun’s Way.

“It’s working,” Adare said. “The new fire is moving west.”

“All right,” Sioan said abruptly, understanding at last what her husband
wanted them to see, what he wanted them to learn; desperate, suddenly, to
spare her children the sight and the knowledge both. “They have witnessed
enough.”

She reached out to take the long lens from Adare, but the girl snatched it
away, training it on the twin fires once more.

Sanlitun met his wife’s glare, then took her hand in his own. “No,” he
said quietly. “They have not.”

It was Kaden, finally, who realized.

“The people,” he said, gesturing. “They were running away, running east,
but now they’ve stopped.”

“They’re trapped,” Adare said, dropping her long lens and spinning to
confront her father. “They’re trapped. You have to do something!”

“He did,” Valyn said. He looked up at the Emperor, the child’s hope
horrible in his gaze. “You already did, right? An order. Before we got here.
You warned them somehow....”

The boy trailed off, seeing the answer in those cold, blazing eyes.

“What order would I give?” Sanlitun asked, his voice soft and
unstoppable as the wind. “Thousands of people live between those two fires,
Valyn. Tens of thousands. Many will have fled, but how would I reach those
who have not?”

“But they’ll burn,” Kaden whispered.

He nodded slowly. “They are burning even now.”

“Why,” Sioan demanded, not sure if the tears in her eyes were for the
citizens screaming unheard in their homes so far below, or for her children,
staring, horrified, at the distant flames. “Why did they need to see this?”



“One day the empire will be theirs.”

“Theirs to rule, to protect, not to destroy!”

He continued to hold her hand, but didn’t look away from the children.
“They will not be ready to rule it,” he said, his eyes silent as the stars, “until
they are willing to see it burn.”



Kaden hui’Malkeenian did his best to ignore both the cold granite beneath
him and the hot sun beating down on his back as he slid forward, trying to get
a better view of the scattered stone buildings below. A brisk wind, soaked
with the cold of the lingering snows, scratched at his skin. He took a breath,
drawing the heat from his core into his limbs, stilling the trembling before it
could begin. His years of training with the monks were good for that much, at
least. That much, and precious little else.

Valyn shifted at his side, glancing back the way they had come, then
forward once more.

“Is this the path you took when you fled?” he asked.

Kaden shook his head. “We went that way,” he replied, pointing north
toward a great stone spire silhouetted against the sky, “beneath the Talon,
then east past Buri’s Leap and the Black and Gold Knives. It was night, and
those trails are brutally steep. We hoped that soldiers in full armor wouldn’t
be able to keep up with us.”

“I’m surprised they were.”

“So was I,” Kaden said.

He levered himself up on his elbows to peer over the spine of rock, but
Valyn dragged him back.

“Keep your head down, Your Radiance,” he growled.

Your Radiance. The title still sounded wrong, unstable and treacherous,
like spring ice on a mountain tarn, the whole surface groaning even as it
glittered, ready to crack beneath the weight of the first unwary foot. It was
hard enough when others used the title, but from Valyn the words were



almost unbearable. Though they’d spent half their lives apart, though both
were now men in their own right, almost strangers, with their own secrets and
scars, Valyn was still his brother, still his blood, and all the training, all the
years, couldn’t quite efface the reckless boy Kaden remembered from his
childhood, the partner with whom he’d played blades and bandits, racing
through the hallways and pavilions of the Dawn Palace. Hearing Valyn use
the official title was like hearing his own past erased, his childhood
destroyed, replaced utterly by the brutal fact of the present.

The monks, of course, would have approved. The past is a dream, they
used to say. The future is a dream. There is only now. Which meant those
same monks, the men who had raised him, trained him, were not men at all,
not anymore. They were rotting meat, corpses strewn on the ledges below.

Valyn jerked a thumb over the rocks that shielded them, jarring Kaden
from his thoughts. “We’re still a good way off, but some of the bastards who
killed your friends might have long lenses.”

Kaden frowned, drawing his focus back to the present. He had never even
considered the possibility of long lenses—another reminder, as if he needed
another reminder, of how poorly his cloistered life at Ashk’lan had prepared
him for this sudden immersion in the treacherous currents of the world. He
could paint, sit in meditation, or run for days over rough trail, but painting,
running, and meditation were meager skills when set against the
machinations of the men who had murdered his father, slaughtered the Shin
monks, and very nearly killed him as well. Not for the first time, he found
himself envying Valyn’s training.

For eight years Kaden had struggled to quell his own desires and hopes,
fears and sorrows, had fought what felt like an endless battle against himself.
Over and over the Shin had intoned their mantras: Hope’s edge is sharper
than steel. To want is to lack. To care is to die. There was truth to the words,
far more truth than Kaden had imagined when he first arrived in the
mountains as a child, but if he had learned anything in the past few days, days
filled with blood, death, and confusion, he had learned the limits to that truth.
A steel edge, as it turned out, was plenty sharp. Clinging to the self might kill
you, but not if someone put a knife in your heart first.



In the space of a few days, Kaden’s foes had multiplied beyond his own
persistent failings, and these new enemies wore polished armor, carried
swords in their fists, wielded lies by the thousands. If he was going to
survive, if he was to take his father’s place on the Unhewn Throne, he needed
to know about long lenses and swords, politics and people, about all the
things the Shin had neglected in their single-minded effort to train him in the
empty trance that was the vaniate. It would take years to fill in the gaps, and
he did not have years. His father was dead, had been dead for months already,
and that meant, prepared or not, Kaden hui’Malkeenian was the Emperor of
Annur.

Until someone kills me, he added silently.

Given the events of the past few days, that possibility loomed suddenly,
strikingly large. That armed men had arrived with orders to murder him and
destroy the monastery was terrifying enough, but that they were comprised of
his own Aedolian Guard—an order sworn to protect and defend him—that
they were commanded by high-ranking Annurians, men at the very top of the
pyramid of imperial politics, was almost beyond belief. In some ways,
returning to the capital and sitting the Unhewn Throne seemed like the surest
way to help his enemies finish what they had started.

Of course, he thought grimly, if I'm murdered in Annur, it will mean 1
made it back to Annur, which would be a success of sorts.

Valyn gestured toward the lip of the rocky escarpment that shielded them.
“When you look, look slowly, Your Radiance,” he said. “The eye is attracted
to motion.”

That much, at least, Kaden knew. He’d spent enough time tracking crag
cats and lost goats to know how to remain hidden. He shifted his weight onto
his elbows, inching up until his eyes cleared the low spine of rock. Below and
to the west, maybe a quarter mile distant, hunched precariously on a narrow
ledge between the cliffs below and the vast, chiseled peaks above, stood
Ashk’lan, sole monastery of the Shin monks, and Kaden’s home.

Or what remained of it.

The Ashk’lan of Kaden’s memory was a cold place but bright, scoured
clean, an austere palette of pale stone, wide strokes of snow, vertiginous



rivers shifting their glittering ribbons, ice slicking the north-facing cliffs, all
piled beneath a hard, blue slab of sky. The Aedolians had destroyed it. Wide
sweeps of soot smudged the ledges and boulders, and fire had lashed the
junipers to blackened stumps. The refectory, meditation hall, and dormitory
stood in ruins. While the cold stone of the walls had refused to burn, the
wooden rafters, the shingles, the casings of the windows and broad pine
doors had all succumbed to the flame, dragging sections of masonry with
them as they fell. Even the sky was dark, smudged with oily smoke that still
smoldered from the wreckage.

“There,” Valyn said, pointing to movement near the northern end of the
monastery. “The Aedolians. They’ve made camp, probably waiting for
Micijah Ut.”

“Gonna be a long wait,” Laith said, sliding up beside them. The flier
grinned.

Before the arrival of Valyn’s Wing, all Kaden’s knowledge of the Kettral,
of Annur’s most secretive and deadly soldiers, came from the stories he had
lapped up as a child, tales that had led him to imagine grim, empty-eyed
killers, men and women steeped in blood and destruction. The stories had
been partly right: Valyn’s black eyes were cold as last year’s coals, and Laith
—the Wing’s flier—didn’t seem at all concerned about the wreckage below
or the carnage they had left behind. They were clearly soldiers, disciplined
and well trained, and yet, they seemed somehow young to Kaden.

Laith’s casual smile, his obvious delight in irritating Gwenna and
provoking Annick, the way he drummed on his knee whenever he got bored,
which was often—it was all behavior the Shin would have beaten out of him
before his second year. That Valyn’s Wing could fly and kill was clear
enough, but Kaden found himself worrying, wondering if they were truly
ready for the difficult road ahead. Not that he was ready himself, but it would
have been nice to think that someone had the situation in hand.

Micijah Ut, at least, was one foe Kaden no longer needed to fear. That the
massive Aedolian in all his armor had been killed by a middle-aged woman
wielding a pair of knives would have strained belief had Kaden not seen the
body. The sight had brought him a muted measure of satisfaction, as though



he could set the weight of steel and dead flesh in the scales to balance, in
some small part, the rest of the slaughter.

“Anyone want to sneak into their camp with Ut’s body?” Laith asked.
“We could prop him up somewhere, make it look like he’s drinking ale or
taking a leak? See how long it takes them to notice the fucker’s not
breathing?” He looked from Valyn to Kaden, eyebrows raised. “No? That’s
not why we came back here?”

The group of them had returned to Ashk’lan that morning, flying west
from their meager camp in the heart of the Bone Mountains, the same camp
where they had fought and killed the men chasing them down, Aedolians and
traitorous Kettral both. The trip had occasioned a heated debate: there was
broad agreement that someone needed to go, both to check for survivors and
to see if there was anything to be learned from the Annurian soldiers who had
remained behind when Ut and Tarik Adiv chased Kaden into the peaks. The
disagreement centered on just who ought to make the trip.

Valyn didn’t want to risk bringing anyone outside his own Wing, but
Kaden pointed out that if the Kettral wanted to make use of the snaking
network of goat tracks surrounding the monastery, they needed a monk
familiar with the land. Rampuri Tan, of course, was the obvious choice—he
knew Ashk’lan better than Kaden, not to mention the fact that, unlike Kaden,
he could actually fight—and the older monk, despite Valyn’s misgivings,
seemed to consider his participation a foregone conclusion. Pyrre,
meanwhile, argued that it was stupid to return in the first place.

“The monks are dead,” she observed, “may Ananshael unknit their
celibate souls. You can’t help them by poking at the bodies.”

Kaden wondered what it felt like to be the assassin, to worship the Lord
of the Grave, to have lived so close to death for so long that it held no terror,
no wonder. Still, it was not the bodies he wanted to go back for. There was a
chance, however small, that the soldiers had captured some of the monks
rather than killing them. It wasn’t clear what Kaden could do if they had, but
with the Kettral at his back it might be possible to rescue one or two. At the
very least, he could look.

Tan had dismissed the notion as sentimental folly. The reason to go back



was to observe the remaining Aedolians, to ferret out their intentions;
Kaden’s guilt was just further evidence of his failure to achieve true
detachment. Maybe the older monk was right. A true Shin would have rooted
out the coiling tightness that snaked about his heart, would have cut away,
one by one, the barbs of emotion. But then, aside from Tan and Kaden
himself, the Shin were dead: two hundred monks murdered in the night
because of him, men and boys whose only goal was the empty calm of the
vaniate burned and butchered where they slept to cover up an Annurian coup.
Whatever waited at Ashk’lan, it had happened because of Kaden. He had to
go back.

The rest was simple. Valyn commanded the Wing, Valyn obeyed the
Emperor, and so, in spite of Tan’s objections and Pyrre’s, in spite of his own
concerns, Valyn had bowed his head and obeyed, flying Kaden along with
the rest of the Wing to discover what was left of his mountain home. They
landed a little to the east, out of sight of the monastery, then covered the final
miles on foot. The track was easy, mostly downhill, but the tension built in
Kaden’s chest as they drew closer.

The Aedolians hadn’t bothered to hide their slaughter. There was no need.
Ashk’lan lay well beyond the border of the empire, too high in the mountains
for the Urghul, too far south for the Edish, too far from anywhere for
merchants and traders, and so the brown-robed bodies had been left to litter
the central courtyard, some burned, others cut down as they fled, dried blood
staining the stones.

“Lots of monks,” Laith pointed out, nodding toward the monastery. “All
pretty dead.”

“What about them?” Valyn asked, pointing toward a row of figures seated
cross-legged on the far side of the ledge, staring out over the steppe. “Are
they alive?”

Laith raised the long lens. “Nope. Stabbed. Right in the back.” He shook
his head. “Not sure why they’re sitting there. No one tied them.”

Kaden looked at the slumped men for a moment, then closed his eyes,
imagining the scene.

“They didn’t run,” he said. “They sought refuge in the vaniate.”



“Yeah...” the flier said, drawing out the syllable skeptically. “Doesn’t
look like they found it.”

Kaden stared at the corpses, remembering the awesome emotional
vacancy of the trance, the absence of fear, or anger, or worry. He tried to
imagine what they had felt sitting there, looking out over the wide green
steppe while their home burned a few paces behind them, watching the cold
stars as they waited for the knife. “The vaniate might surprise you,” he said
quietly.

“Well, I’'m tired of being surprised,” Valyn growled. He rolled onto his
side to look at Kaden, and once again Kaden found himself trying to see his
brother—the brother he had once known—beneath the scars and lacerations,
behind those unnaturally black eyes. Valyn the child had been quick to smile,
to laugh, but Valyn the soldier looked harried, haunted, hunted, as though he
distrusted the very sky above him, doubted his own battered hand and the
naked sword it held.

Kaden knew the outlines of the story, how Valyn, too, had been stalked
by those who wanted to bring down the Malkeenian line. In some ways,
Valyn had had it worse than Kaden himself. While the Aedolians had struck
suddenly and brutally into the heart of Ashk’lan, the soldiers had been
strangers to Kaden, and the sense of injustice, of betrayal, remained abstract.
Valyn, on the other hand, had seen his closest friend murdered by his fellow
soldiers. He’d watched as the military order to which he’d devoted his life
failed him—failed him or betrayed him. Kaden still worried about the
possibility that the Kettral command, the Eyrie itself, was somehow complicit
in the plot. Valyn had reason enough to be tired and wary, and yet there was
something else in that gaze, something that worried Kaden, a darkness deeper
than suffering or sorrow.

“We wait here,” Valyn went on, “out of sight, until Annick, Talal, and
Gwenna get back. If they don’t find any monks, living monks, we hump out
the way we came in, and get back on the ’Kent-kissing bird.”

Kaden nodded. The tension from the walk in had lodged deep in his
stomach, a tight knot of loss, and sorrow, and anger. He set about loosening
it. He had insisted on coming back for the survivors, but it looked as though



there were no survivors. The residual emotion was doing him no good; was,
in fact, obscuring his judgment. As he tried to focus on his breath, however,
the images of Akiil’s face, of Pater’s, of Scial Nin’s, kept floating into his
mind, startling in their immediacy and detail. Somewhere down there,
sprawled among those blasted buildings, lay everyone he knew, and
everyone, aside from Rampuri Tan, who knew him.

Someone else, someone without the Shin training, might find relief in the
knowledge that those faces would fade over time, that the memories would
blur, the edges soften; but the monks had taught him not to forget. The
memories of his slaughtered friends would remain forever vivid and
immediate, the shape of their sprawled forms would remain, carved in all
their awful detail. Which is why, he thought grimly, you have to unhitch the
feeling from the fact. That skill, too, the Shin had taught him, as though to
balance the other.

Behind him, soft cloth scuffed over stone. He turned to find Annick and
Talal, the Wing’s sniper and leach, approaching, sliding over the wide slabs
of rock on their bellies as though they’d been born to the motion. They pulled
up just behind Valyn, the sniper immediately nocking an arrow to her bow,
Talal just shaking his head.

“It’s bad,” he said quietly. “No prisoners.”

Kaden considered the leach silently. It had come as a surprise to discover
that men and women who would have been burned alive or stoned to death
for their unnatural abilities anywhere else in Annur served openly with the
Kettral. All Kaden’s life he’d heard that leaches were dangerous and
unstable, their minds warped by their strange powers. Like everyone else,
he’d grown up on stories of leaches drinking blood, of leaches lying and
stealing, of the horrifying leach-lords, the Atmani, who in their hubris
shattered the very empire they had conspired to rule.

Another thing about which I know too little, Kaden reminded himself.

In the short, tense days since the slaughter and rescue, he had tried to talk
with Talal, to learn something about the man, but the Kettral leach was
quieter, more reserved than the rest of Valyn’s Wing. He proved unfailingly
polite, but Kaden’s questions yielded little, and after the tenth or twelfth



evasive response, Kaden started talking less, observing more. Before they
flew out, he had watched Talal smudge the bright hoops in his ears with coal
from the fire, then his bracelets, then his rings, working the char into the
metal until it was almost as dark as his skin.

“Why don’t you just take them off?” Kaden had asked.

“You never know,” Talal had replied, shaking his head slowly, “what
might come in handy out there.”

His well, Kaden realized. Every leach had one, a source from which he
drew his power. The stories told of men who could pull strength from stone,
women who twisted the sharp grip of terror to their own ends. The metal
hoops looked innocuous enough, but Kaden found himself staring at them as
though they were venomous stone spiders. It took an effort to stamp out the
emotion, to look at the man as he was, not as the tales would paint him. In
fact, of all the members of Valyn’s Wing, Talal seemed the most steady, the
most thoughtful. His abilities were unnerving, but Valyn seemed to trust him,
and Kaden didn’t have so many allies that he could afford the prejudice.

“We could spend all week hunting around the rocks,” Talal went on,
gesturing to the serrated cliffs. “A couple of monks might have slipped the
cordon—they know the territory, it was night....” He glanced over at Kaden
and trailed off, something that might have been compassion in his eyes.

“The whole southeastern quadrant is clear,” Annick said. If Talal was
worried about Kaden’s feelings, the sniper seemed indifferent. She spoke in
clipped periods, almost bored, while those icy blue eyes of hers scanned the
rocks around them, never pausing. “No track. No blood. The attackers were
good. For Aedolians.”

It was a telling crack. The Aedolians were some of Annur’s finest
soldiers, handpicked and exhaustively trained to guard the royal family and
other important visitors. How this particular group had been incited to
betrayal, Kaden had no idea, but Annick’s obvious disdain spoke volumes
about her own abilities.

“What are they doing down there?” Valyn asked.

Talal shrugged. “Eating. Sleeping. Cleaning weapons. They don’t know
about Ut and Adiv yet. Don’t know that we arrived, that we killed the



soldiers chasing Kaden.”

“How long will they stay?” Kaden asked. The slaughter seemed absolute,
but some part of him wanted to descend anyway, to walk among the rubble,
to look at the faces of the slain.

“No telling,” Talal replied. “They’ve got no way to know that the smaller
group, the one that went after you, is dead.”

“They must have a protocol,” Annick said. “Two days, three days, before
searching or retreating.”

Laith rolled his eyes. “It may shock you to discover, Annick, that some
people aren’t slaves to protocol. They might not actually have a plan.”

“Which is why we would kill them,” the sniper replied, voice gelid, “if it
came to a fight.”

Valyn shook his head. “It’s not going to come to a fight. There’ve got to
be seventy, eighty men down there....”

A quiet but fierce cursing from behind them cut into Valyn’s words.

“The *Kent-kissing, Hull-buggering bastard,” Gwenna spat, rolling easily
over a spine of rock into a low, ready crouch. “That whoreson, slit-licking
ass.”

Valyn rounded on her. “Keep your voice down.”

The red-haired woman waved off the objection. “They’re a quarter mile
off, Valyn, and the wind’s blowing the wrong way. I could sing the ’Shael-
spawned Kettral attack anthem at the top of my voice and they wouldn’t
notice.”

This defiance, too, surprised Kaden. The soldiers he remembered from
back in the Dawn Palace were all rigid salutes and unquestioned obedience.
While it seemed that Valyn had the final call on decisions regarding his
Wing, none of the others went out of their way to defer to him. Gwenna, in
particular, seemed determined to nudge her toe right up to the line of
insubordination. Kaden could see the irritation on his brother’s face, the
strain around his eyes, tension in the jaw.

“Which bastard are we talking about now?” Laith asked. “There are
plenty to go around these days.”

“That fancy prick Adiv,” Gwenna said, jerking her head toward the



northwest. “The one with the blindfold and the attitude.”

“The Mizran Councillor,” Kaden interjected quietly. It was one of the
highest posts in the empire, and not a military position. Kaden had been
surprised, even before the betrayal, when the man arrived with the contingent
of Aedolians. Now it was just more evidence, as if he needed more, that the
conspiracy had penetrated the most trusted quarters of the Dawn Palace.

“Whatever his job is,” Gwenna replied, “he’s over there, on foot, picking
his miserable way out of the mountains. Couldn’t have missed our bird by
more than a few hundred paces.”

Valyn sucked air between his teeth. “Well, we knew Tarik Adiv was alive
when we didn’t find the body. Now we know where he is. Any sign of
Balendin?”

Gwenna shook her head.

“That’s something, at least,” Valyn replied.

“It is?” Laith asked. “No doubt Balendin’s the more dangerous of the
two.”

“Why do you say that?” Kaden asked.

Laith stared. “Balendin’s Kettral,” he replied finally, as if that explained
everything. “He trained with us. And he’s a leach.”

“Adiv is a leach himself,” Talal pointed out. “That’s how they kept up
with Kaden in the mountains, how they tracked him.”

“I thought they used those spider creatures for the tracking,” Laith said.

Talal nodded. “But someone needed to control them, to handle them.”

“It doesn’t matter now,” Valyn said. “Right now Balendin’s missing and
Adiv is here. Let’s work with what we have.”

“I’ve got eyes on him,” Annick said.

While they were talking, the sniper had moved silently to a concealed
spot between two boulders, half drawing her bowstring.

Kaden risked a glance over the ridge. At first he saw nothing, then noticed
a figure limping down a shallow drainage three hundred paces off. He
couldn’t make out the councillor’s face at that distance but the red coat was
unmistakable, the gold at the cuffs and collar badly tarnished but glinting in
the midday light.



“He made good time,” Talal observed.

“He’s had a night, a day, another night, and a morning,” Gwenna said
scornfully. “It’s not more than seventy miles from where we lost him.”

“As I said,” Talal replied. “Good time.”

“Think he cheated?” Laith asked.

“I think he’s a leach,” Talal said.

“So ... yes,” the flier concluded, grinning.

“Remind me not to ‘cheat,”” Talal replied, fixing the flier with a steady
stare, “the next time you’re in a tight place.”

“Take him down?” Annick asked. The bowstring was at her ear now, and
though the strain must have been immense, she remained as still as stone.

Kaden glanced over the ridge again. At this distance he could barely make
out the blindfold wrapping Adiv’s eyes.

“Isn’t he too far off?”

“No.”

“Take the shot, Annick,” Valyn said, turning to Kaden. “She’ll make it.
Don’t ask me how.”

“Stand by,” the sniper responded after a pause. “He’s passing behind
some rock.”

Kaden looked from Annick to Valyn, then to the small defile where Adiv
had disappeared. After hours of lying on their bellies, waiting and watching,
things were abruptly going too fast. He had expected the long wait to be
followed by conversation, deliberation, a review of the facts and exchange of
ideas. Suddenly, though, with no discussion at all, a man was about to die, a
traitor and a murderer, but a man all the same.

The Kettral didn’t seem concerned. Gwenna and Valyn were staring over
the rock; the demolitions master eagerly, Valyn silent and focused. Laith was
trying to make a wager with Talal.

“I’ll bet you a silver moon she kills him with the first shot.”

“I’m not betting against Annick,” the leach replied.

The flier cursed. “What odds will you give me to take the other side? Ten
to one for her to miss?”

“Make it fifty,” Talal said, resting his bald head against the rock,



considering the sky.

“Twenty.”

“No,” Kaden said.

“Fine. Twenty-five.”

“Not the bet,” Kaden said, putting a hand on Valyn’s shoulder. “Don’t kill
him.”

Valyn turned from the valley below to look at Kaden. “What?”

“Oh for the sweet love of ’Shael,” Gwenna growled. “Who’s running this
Wing?”

Valyn ignored Gwenna. Instead, his black eyes bored into Kaden,
drinking the light. “Adiv’s behind all this, Your Radiance,” he said. “He and
Ut. They’re the ones that killed the monks, that tried to kill you, not to
mention the fact that they’re clearly involved in our father’s murder. With Ut
gone, Adiv is the ranking commander down there. We kill him, we take a
head off the beast.”

“I have him again,” Annick said.

“Don’t shoot,” Kaden insisted, shaking his head, trying to order his
thoughts. Years earlier, while attempting to recapture a goat, he’d lost his
footing above the White River, plunging down the rocks and into the current.
It was all he could do to breathe, to keep his head above the roiling surface,
to fend off the jagged boulders as they loomed up before him, all the time
knowing that he had less than a quarter mile to pull himself clear of the
torrent before it plunged him over a cliff. The immediacy of the moment, the
inability to pause, to reflect, the absolute necessity of action had terrified him
and when he finally caught hold of a fallen limb, clawing his way up and out,
the feeling left him shaking on the bank. The Shin had taught him much
about patience, but almost nothing of haste. Now, with the eyes of the entire
Wing upon him, with the coal-smudged point of Annick’s arrow fixed on
Adiv, he felt that awful, ineluctable forward rush all over again.

“A few more seconds,” Annick said, “and he’ll be in the camp. It’ll be
more difficult to take him then.”

“Why?” Valyn demanded, staring at Kaden. “Why do you want him
alive?”



Kaden forced his eddying thoughts into a channel, the channel into
speech. There would be no second chance to say what he had to say. The
arrow, once loosed, would not be called back.

“We know him,” he began slowly. “We need him. Back in Annur we can
observe who he talks to, who he trusts. He’ll help us to unravel the
conspiracy.”

“Yeah,” Gwenna snapped, “and maybe he’ll murder a few dozen more
people on the way.”

“I’m losing him,” Annick said. “Decide now.”

“Oh for ’Shael’s sake,” Laith grumbled. “Just kill him already. We can
sort out the details later.”

“No,” Kaden said quietly, willing his brother to see past the present, to
understand the logic. “Not yet.”

Valyn held Kaden’s gaze for a long time, jaw tight, eyes narrowed.
Finally he nodded. “Stand down, Annick. We have our orders.”



“Plan might be too noble a word,” Pyrre said, reclining against a large
boulder, head back, eyes closed even as she spoke, “but I’d like to think we
had some sort of vague inclination.”

They’d made it back from the monastery easily enough, rejoining the rest
of the group in the hidden defile where they’d set up camp. The other Kettral
were checking over their weapons, the two monks sat cross-legged on the
rough stone, while Triste fingered the long scab on her cheek, her wide eyes
darting from one person to the next as though unsure where to look, who to
trust.

Valyn studied the girl a moment, surprised all over again at the course of
events that had led such a fragile, arresting young woman to this place,
tangling her up in the same snare with soldiers and monks. She was a
concubine, Kaden had said. Adiv had offered her to Kaden as a gift, one
intended to distract the new emperor while the Aedolians made ready to
murder him. Evidently, Triste wasn’t a part of the plot, but she was plenty
distracting all the same. Valyn felt like he could watch her forever, but then,
she wasn’t the one who needed watching. With an effort, he shifted his gaze
to Pyrre Lakatur.

Valyn considered the woman, trying to figure her angle. He had always
imagined the Skullsworn to be a sort of sinister mirror image of the Kettral—
all blades and blacks and brusque efficiency. At the very least, he had
expected the assassin-priests of the Lord of the Grave to be imposing. Pyrre,
however, seemed more like a decadent atrep’s wife. The woman was elegant,
almost flashy; rings sparkled on her fingers, a bright cloth band held back her



hair, hiding the flecks of gray at her temples, and her tunic and leggings,
though badly tattered by the violence of the preceding week, were cut of fine
wool to flatter her form. She didn’t look like a killer, not at first glance, but
the signs were there if you paid attention: the easy way she held her knives,
switching readily between the standard grip and the Rabin; the way she
always seemed to position herself, as now, with a cliff or boulder at her back;
her apparent indifference to the bloodshed of the days before.

And then there was the way she smelled. Valyn still couldn’t put words to
some of the things he could sense since emerging from Hull’s Hole. The slarn
egg had changed him; the eggs had changed them all. That, evidently, had
been the point of the final Kettral test, the reason all cadets were sent blind
and bleeding into that endless cave on Irsk, scavenging the darkness for the
eggs of those reptilian monsters. The eggs reversed the poison, but they did
more, much more. Like the rest of the Kettral, any member of Valyn’s Wing
could now see in the shadows and hear things at the edge of hearing. They
were all stronger than they had been, too, tougher, as though some of the
slarn’s wiry strength had been sewn into their flesh when they seized the eggs
and drank. But only Valyn had found the dark egg, the one guarded by the
king himself. Only Valyn drank the bilious tar while his body shook with the
poison.

He was still struggling to understand what it had done to him. Like the
others, he’d found his sight and hearing suddenly, if subtly, enhanced. He
could hear small rocks clattering down the cliffside a hundred paces distant,
could make out the pinions on the hawks that wheeled overhead ... but there
was more. Sometimes an animal fury clamped down on his heart, a savage
desire, not just to fight and kill, not just to see the mission done, but to rend,
to hack, to hurt. For the hundredth time, he remembered the slarn circling
around and around him, eager claws scraping the stone. If they were now a
part of his eyes and ears, were they also a part of his mind?

He set the question aside, focusing on the assassin. Smell wasn’t quite the
right word. He could smell more acutely, to be sure—the woman’s sweat, her
hair, even from two paces distant—but this vague sensation hovering at the
edge of thought wasn’t that. Or it was that, but more. Sometimes he thought



he was losing his mind, imagining new senses for himself, but the sensation
remained: he could smell emotion now: anger, and hunger, and fear in all its
infinite variation. There was the raw musk of terror and pinched hint of
frayed nerves. Everyone in their battered group shared the fear, at least to
some extent. Everyone but Rampuri Tan and the Skullsworn.

According to Kaden, Pyrre had come to Ashk’lan because she was paid to
make the trip, to save his life, and she had rescued Kaden several times over.
Despite an inclination to provoke Tan and the Kettral, she made a formidable
ally. Still, how far could you trust a woman whose sole allegiance was to the
Lord of the Grave? How far could you trust a woman who seemed, from both
her smell and demeanor, utterly indifferent to death?

“I have a plan,” Kaden replied, glancing from Pyrre to Tan to Valyn.

Valyn stifled a groan.

k kK

The night before, after tethering the bird, walking the perimeter three times,
and double-checking, to Gwenna’s great irritation, the flickwicks and moles
she had hidden to guard both approaches to the pass, Valyn had climbed to
the top of a large boulder, a jagged shard of rock set apart from the rest of the
group. Partly he wanted the high ground, a spot with a clear view of
everything below, and partly he wanted to be alone, to try to make sense of
the events of the last few days, of his own role in the brutal fighting that had
taken place. Kaden found him there just as night’s bleak stain leaked over the
eastern peaks.

“Don’t get up,” Kaden said as he climbed the side of the rock. “If you
start bowing now, I’ll throw you off the mountain.” His voice was quiet,
ragged.

Valyn glanced over, hesitated, then nodded, returning his attention to the
naked sword across his knees. His fight with Sami Yurl had left a tiny nick in
the smoke steel halfway down the blade. He’d been at it with his stone for the
better part of an hour, smoothing it out stroke by careful stroke.

“Have a seat,” he said, gesturing with the stone, “Your Rad—"

“Not that either,” Kaden groaned, perching cross-legged at the very lip of



the boulder. “Save it for when someone else is listening.”

“You are the Emperor,” Valyn pointed out.

Kaden didn’t say anything. After a few licks of the stone, Valyn looked
up to find his brother staring with those fiery eyes out over the valley below.
The depths of the ravine were already sunk in shadow, but the setting sun had
caught the far rim, drenching it in bloody light.

“I am,” Kaden said after what seemed like a long time. “Intarra help us
all, I am the Emperor.”

Valyn hesitated, uncertain how to respond. During the fight two days
earlier, Kaden had been cold as midwinter ice, calm and ready as any Kettral.
That certainty, however, seemed to have vanished. Valyn had witnessed
something like it on the Islands, had seen men and women, twenty-year
veterans returning from successful missions, fall to pieces the moment they
set foot back on Qarsh. There was something about being safe again, about
being finally and undeniably alive after living so close to death, that made
soldiers, good soldiers, soldiers who held it together for days or weeks under
the most brutal circumstances, dance like madmen, collapse sobbing, or drink
themselves nearly to oblivion over on Hook.

There’s no shame, the Kettral said, in crying in your own rack. The rest of
the equation remained unspoken, axiomatic: you could cry all you wanted in
your rack, provided you got up again in a day or two, provided that when you
got up, you went back out, and that when you went back out, you were the
baddest, fastest, most brutal motherfucker on the four continents. It wasn’t at
all clear whether or not Kaden had that kind of resilience, that kind of
resolve.

“How are you?” Valyn asked. It was a stupid question, but every
conversation had to start somewhere, and Kaden looked like he might sit
cross-legged the whole night without saying another word. “After what we
ran into down there?”

Valyn had seen scores of dead bodies in the course of his training, had
learned to look at the hacked-up limbs and crusted blood the way another
man, someone not raised by the Kettral, might consider a side of beef or a
plucked rooster. There was even a certain satisfaction to be had in studying



the aftermath of violence and seeing answers in the wreckage. As Hendran
wrote in his Tactics: The deader a man gets, the more honest he becomes.
Lies are a vice of the living. That was true enough, but Kaden hadn’t been
trained to pick over bodies, especially not the bodies of his friends and fellow
monks. It must have been hard to encounter them—even from a distance—
burned and cut to pieces.

Kaden took a long, slow breath, shuddered for a moment, then fell still.
“It’s not the older monks that bother me,” he said finally. “They had all
achieved the vaniate, had found a way to snuff out their fear.”

Valyn shook his head. “No one escapes fear. Not really.”

“These men would have surprised you,” Kaden said, turning to look at
him, face sober, composed. “The children, though, the novices especially...”
He trailed off.

The wind had picked up as the sun set. It whipped around them,
scrabbling at hair and clothes, tugging Kaden’s robe, threatening to rip him
off the rock. Kaden didn’t seem to notice. Valyn searched for something to
say, some comfort he might offer, but found nothing. The Shin novices were
dead, and, if they were anything like everyone else, they had died in pain and
terror, baffled, confused, and suddenly, utterly alone.

“I wonder,” Kaden said quietly, “if I shouldn’t let them have it.”

It took Valyn a moment to find his bearings in the shifting conversation,
but when he did, he shook his head curtly.

“The Unhewn Throne is yours,” he said firmly, “as it was our father’s.
You can’t surrender it because of a handful of murders.”

“Hundreds,” Kaden replied, voice harder than Valyn expected. “The
Aedolians killed hundreds, not a handful. And the throne? If I’'m so desperate
to sit on top of a chunk of rock, there are plenty.” He gestured into the night.
“I could stay right here. The view is better and no one else would be killed.”

Valyn glanced over his blade, ran a finger along the edge, feeling for the
nick.

“Are you sure about that?”

Kaden laughed helplessly. “Of course I’m not sure, Valyn. Let me list for
you the things I know for sure: the print of a brindled bear, the color of



bruiseberries, the weight of a bucket of water...”

“All right,” Valyn said. “I get it. We’re not sure about anything.”

Kaden stared at him, the fire in his irises so bright it had to hurt. “I know
this: the Aedolians came for me. The monks died because of me.”

“That’s the truth,” Valyn replied, “but it’s not the end of the truth.”

“You sound like a monk.”

“The killing is aimed at you right now, but it won’t stop with you. Let me
tell you something I know: men are animals. Look anywhere you want:
Anthera or the Blood Cities, the jungle tribes of the Waist, look at the fucking
Urghul, for ’Shael’s sake. People kill to get power, they kill to keep power,
and they kill if they think they might lose it, which is pretty much always.
Even if you and I both stay out of it, even if we both die, whoever came after
us will keep coming. They’ll find the next threat, the next worrisome voice,
the next person with the wrong name or the wrong skin. Maybe they’ll go
after the rich for their coin or the peasants for their rice, the Bascans because
they’re too dark or the Breatans because they’re too pale—it doesn’t matter.
People who will murder monks will murder anyone. I trained with bastards
like this. They won’t back off because you give up. They’ll come on harder.
Do you get that?”

Valyn fell silent, the words drying up as suddenly as they had come. He
was panting, he realized. Blood slammed in his temples and his fingers had
curled into fists so tight they hurt. Kaden was watching him, watching him
the way you might watch a wild animal, wary and uncertain of its intent.

“We’ll find him,” Kaden said finally.

“Find who?”

“The Kettral leach. Balendin. The one who killed your friend. We’ll find
him, and we’ll kill him.”

Valyn stared. “This isn’t about me,” he protested. “That’s my point.”

“I know,” Kaden replied. Somehow, the uncertainty had sloughed off of
him. There was a distance in those burning eyes again, as though Valyn was
seeing them from miles away. “I know it isn’t.”

They sat awhile, listening to a rockfall farther down the ridgeline. It
sounded like a series of explosions, like Kettral munitions, only louder,



boulders the size of houses loosened by winter ice losing their hold,
shattering to pieces on the rocky slopes below.

“So,” Valyn said warily, “no more bullshit about sitting the fight out on a
piece of rock in the middle of the mountains.”

Kaden shook his head.

“Good. Now what’s the plan?”

Valyn had heard it once already, the outlines at least, but he hoped to Hull
that a day and a night had been enough for Kaden to change his mind. That
hope shattered after a glance at his brother.

“The way I told you,” Kaden replied. “We split up. Tan and I go to the
Ishien—”

“The Ishien,” Valyn said, shaking his head. “A group of monastics even
more secretive and strange than your Shin monks. A cadre of fanatics that
you’ve never even met.”

“They know about the Csestriim,” Kaden replied. “They hunt the
Csestriim. It’s what they do, why their order was founded. All those old
stories about centuries of war, about humans fighting for their lives against
armies of immortal, unfeeling warriors—most people think it’s all just myth.
Not the Ishien. For them, the war never ended. They are still fighting. If I’'m
going to survive, if we are going to win, I need to know what they know.”

Valyn bore down on the stone, scraping it over the steel more roughly
than he’d intended. He and his Wing had risked everything to come after
Kaden, had thrown away their place on the Islands and their years of training
both. Already they had been betrayed, captured, and almost killed, and there
was a very real chance that by the time the whole thing had played out, more
than one of them would be dead. That part was fine. They all understood the
risks, had all accepted years earlier that they might die defending the
Emperor and empire. To let Kaden wander off, however, to be ordered to
stand aside while he threw himself into danger, was both stupid and insulting.
The whole thing set Valyn’s teeth on edge.

“Your monk friend doesn’t seem to think too highly of the plan, and he’s
the one who spent some time with these bastards, right?”

Kaden blew out a long breath. “Rampuri Tan was one of the Ishien before



he came to the Shin. For years.”

“And then he left,” Valyn pointed out, letting the last word hang in the air
a moment. “Doesn’t speak too highly of this private war of theirs.”

“It’s not a private war,” Kaden replied. “Not anymore. Not if the
Csestriim killed our father.”

“All right,” Valyn said. “I take the point. So let’s fly there together. My
Wing can watch your back while you learn what you need to learn, then we
all go to Annur together.”

Kaden hesitated, then shook his head. “I don’t know how long I’ll be with
the Ishien, and I need you back in Annur as soon as possible. We don’t know
the first thing about what’s going on in the capital.”

“We know that that priest, Uinian, is locked up for Father’s murder,”
Valyn replied.

“But what does that mean?”

Valyn found himself chuckling bleakly. “Well, either Uinian did it or he
didn’t. Maybe he’s Csestriim, and maybe he’s not. If he is involved, either he
acted alone, or he didn’t. My guess is that he had some sort of help—that
would explain his ability to turn Tarik Adiv and Micijah Ut, to suborn at least
a Wing of Kettral, but then again, maybe they all had a sudden upwelling of
religious sentiment.” He shook his head. “It’s tough to see the situation
clearly from atop this rock.”

“That’s why I need you in Annur,” Kaden said. “So that when I return,
I’ll have some idea what I’'m up against. Time is crucial here.”

Valyn watched his brother. The first stars blazed in the eastern sky, but
Kaden’s eyes burned brighter, the only true light in the great dark of the
mountains. There was something in the way he sat, in the way he moved or
didn’t move, something Valyn could apprehend only dimly....

“That’s not the only reason,” Valyn said finally. “You want us in Annur,
but that’s not all. There’s something else.”

Kaden shook his head ruefully. “I’m supposed to be the one who’s good
at noticing things.”

“What is it?” Valyn pressed.

Kaden hesitated, then shrugged. “There are gates,” he said finally.



“Kenta. I should be able to use them. It’s why I was sent here in the first
place, but I need to test them. I need to know.”

“Gates?”

“A network of them, made by the Csestriim thousands of years ago and
scattered across both continents.” He hesitated. “Maybe beyond both
continents for all I know. You step through one kenta and emerge from a
different one hundreds of miles distant. Thousands of miles. They were a
Csestriim weapon, and now they are entrusted to us, to the Malkeenians, to
keep and to guard.”

Valyn stared for a moment. “Slow down,” he said finally, trying to make
sense of the claim, to comprehend the full scope of the implications. Ancient
Csestriim gates, portals spanning continents—it sounded like insanity, but
then, pretty much everything since leaving the Islands had seemed insane.
“Go back and tell it from the start.”

Kaden remained silent a moment, gathering his thoughts, and then, as
Valyn listened in disbelief, explained it all: the Blank God and the Csestriim
leaches, the war against the humans and the founding of the empire, the
vaniate—some strange trance that the Shin had somehow learned from the
Csestriim, that Kaden himself had learned from the Shin—and the
annihilation that threatened anyone who attempted to use the gates without
achieving it. According to Kaden, Annur itself hinged on the network of
kenta, hinged on the ability of the emperors to use them. The concept made
tactical and strategic sense. The Kettral enjoyed a crushing advantage over
their foes because the birds allowed them to move faster, to know more, to
turn up suddenly where no one expected them to be. The gates, if they were
real, would prove even more powerful. If they were real. If they actually
worked.

“Have you seen one?” Valyn asked. “Have you seen anyone use one?”

Kaden shook his head. “But there’s a kenta near here in the mountains,
one that leads to the Ishien. I asked Tan about it earlier.”

Valyn spread his hands. “Even if it’s real, even if it does what the monk
claims, it could kill you.”

“Obliterate is more like it, but yes.”



Valyn slid his sword back into its sheath, tucked the small stone into a
pouch at his belt. The wind was cold, sharp, the stars like shards of ice
scattered across the clear night.

“I can’t let you do it,” he said quietly.
Kaden nodded, as though he had expected the answer. “You can’t stop
me.”

“Yes, I can. The whole thing is worse than foolish, and I know something
about foolish.” He ticked off the problems on his fingers. “Your monk is, at
best, a mystery; these gates have the power to destroy entire armies; and the
Ishien, given what little we know about them, sound like obsessive maniacs.
It is a bad decision, Kaden.”

“Sometimes there are no good decisions. If I’'m going to thwart the
Csestriim and rule Annur, I need the Ishien, and I need the gates.”

“You can wait.”

“While our foes consolidate their power?” Kaden turned to watch him.
Valyn could hear his brother’s breathing, could smell the dried blood on his
skin, the damp wool of his robe, and beneath it, something else, something
hard and unbending. “I appreciate you trying to keep me safe,” he said
quietly, laying a hand on Valyn’s shoulder, “but you can’t, not unless we live
here in the mountains forever. Whatever path I take, there is risk. It comes
with ruling. What I need from you most is not safety, but support. Tan doubts
me. Pyrre challenges me. Your Wing thinks I’'m an untrained, guileless
recluse. I need you to back me.”

They locked eyes. The plan was madness, but Kaden didn’t sound mad.
He sounded ready.

Valyn blew out a long, frustrated breath. “What happened to sitting on
this rock while the Csestriim rule Annur?”

Kaden smiled. “You convinced me not to.”

T

“The plan,” Kaden said, facing down the group with more poise than Valyn
would have expected, “is that Tan and I are going to the nearest kenta—he
says there is one in the mountains northeast of here. We will all fly there, Tan



and I will use the gate to reach the Ishien, and the rest of you will fly on to
Annur. Once you’re in the city, you can contact my sister, Adare, and learn
what she knows. Tan and I will meet you in the capital, at the Shin
chapterhouse.”

“In my experience,” Pyrre drawled, “plans tend to be a little heavier on
the ‘hows’ and the ‘if, thens.’”

“Why don’t we all just take this fucking kenta thing?” Gwenna
demanded. Valyn’s Wing had greeted Kaden’s explanation of the gates first
with amusement, then skepticism, then wariness, and though Valyn himself
understood the response, shared it, in fact, he had promised Kaden his
support.

“Gwenna...” he began.

“No, really!” she said, rounding on him. “If these things are real, we
could save a whole lot of Hull’s sweet time using them. They eat less than
birds and I can’t imagine they shit at all....”

“The kenta would destroy you,” Tan said, cutting through her words.

Pyrre raised an eyebrow. “How frightening. They sound like fascinating
artifacts, but this is all beside the point. My contract stipulates I keep Kaden
safe. Playing nursemaid for his brother might be entertaining, but it’s not
what I crossed half of Vash to accomplish.”

Valyn ignored the jibe. “The Emperor has decided,” he said. “It is ours to
obey.”

The words were true enough, but they did little to allay his misgivings.
Orders, he reminded himself. You’re following orders.

Orders hadn’t been too much trouble for him back on the Islands—he had
been a cadet then, and the men and women telling him what to do had earned
their scars dozens of times over. Kaden, on the other hand, might be the
rightful Emperor, but he was no soldier; he had none of the training, none of
the instincts. Letting him get involved with the reconnaissance of Ashk’lan at
an immediate, tactical level had been a mistake. Valyn’s mistake. Not only
had Kaden interfered with a crucial decision, he had put himself in harm’s
way to do so. And Adiv was alive. Valyn forced down the thought along with
his mounting anger.



Kaden was the Emperor, and Valyn hadn’t flown two thousand miles just
to undermine his brother’s nascent authority.

“I have told you before,” Tan said, shaking his head slowly, “the Ishien
are not like the Shin.”

“As I recall,” Kaden replied, “no one is like the Shin.”

“You thought your training hard?” the older monk asked. “It was a
pleasant diversion compared with what the Ishien endure. They have a
different path and different methods, methods that lead to unpredictable
results. It is impossible to know how they would respond to our arrival.”

“You were one of them once,” Kaden pointed out. “They know you.”

“They knew me,” Tan corrected. “I left.”

“If you don’t want the imperious young Emperor to go through the
mysterious gate,” Pyrre opined, flipping a knife in the air and catching it
without opening her eyes, “then don’t show him where the gate is.”

Kaden turned to the Skullsworn. “Why does it matter to you what course I
follow?”

She flipped the knife again. “As I’ve explained, I was paid to keep you
safe. No one’s stuck a blade in you yet, but I wouldn’t call this”—she waved
her knife at the surrounding peaks—*“safe.”

On that point, at least, she and Valyn agreed.

“I release you from your contract,” Kaden said.

She chuckled. “You can’t release me. I understand that you’ve had a very
exciting promotion, but I serve a god, not an emperor, and Ananshael is quite
clear about the honoring of contracts.”

“And what,” Valyn asked finally, unable to hold on to his silence any
longer, “are the exact terms of your contract? To protect Kaden at Ashk’lan?
To escort him back within the borders of Annur? Or is it a permanent thing—
you have to follow him around the rest of his life, making sure no one sticks a
knife in his back while he’s eating braised duck or making love to his future
empress? I’m not sure the Aedolians—Iet alone the empress—will appreciate
a Skullsworn lurking around the halls.”

Pyrre laughed a warm, throaty laugh. “One could be forgiven, after the
recent performance of the Aedolian Guard, for thinking the new Emperor



might prefer a change of personnel.” She looked over at Kaden with that half
smile of hers, raising an inquisitive eyebrow. When he didn’t respond, she
shrugged. “Sadly, I won’t be fluffing his imperial feather bed or massaging
his radiant buttocks. My task is to see him back to the city of Annur, to
ensure that he reaches the Dawn Palace safely. After that, our time together,
sweet though it has been, is finished.”

Valyn studied the woman, trying to see past the careless facade, the
casual bravado, past the very real fact of the ’Kent-kissing knife she kept
flipping and flipping.

“Who hired you?” he asked.

She raised an eyebrow. “That would be telling.”

“It’s time to do some telling,” Valyn said, shifting to put a little more
space between himself and the Skullsworn.

She noticed the movement, caught her knife, and smiled. “Nervous?”

“Cautious,” Valyn replied. “A Skullsworn shows up in the Bone
Mountains, just about as far as you can get from Rassambur without hiring a
ship, claiming she has come to guard an emperor when the whole world
knows the Skullsworn pay no fealty to any state, kingdom, or creed but their
own sick worship of death.”

“Sick,” she replied, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Sick.
How uncharitable. There are priests and priestesses of Ananshael who would
kill you for those words.” She tapped the blade of her knife speculatively
against her palm. “Are you interested in seeing how your Kettral training
holds up against someone more skilled than those cumbersome Aedolians?”

Valyn measured the ground between them. The woman hadn’t moved,
hadn’t even bothered to sit up, but a quick flick of the wrist would send that
blade straight at his chest, and he didn’t have any illusions about his ability to
snatch daggers out of the air. She didn’t smell scared. She smelled ...
amused.

“I am interested,” he said, keeping his voice level, his anger in check, “in
understanding why you are here. In knowing who hired a Skullsworn to
guard an Annurian emperor.”

She watched him carefully, almost eagerly, as though she were hoping he



might reach for his blades, then shrugged and put her head back against the
rock, closing her eyes.

“You haven’t guessed?” she asked.

Valyn had plenty of guesses, but none of them made much sense. The
Skullsworn were assassins, not saviors.

“My father,” Kaden said quietly. “Sanlitun hired you.”

Pyrre pointed at him without opening her eyes.

“He’s not quite as hopeless as he looks, this new Emperor of yours.”

Valyn glanced over at Kaden. “Why would Father send Skullsworn?”

“Maybe because the ’Kent-kissing Aedolian Guard turned out to be filled
with traitors and idiots,” Gwenna observed. “The men he sent to warn you
got themselves killed, and the ones who came for Kaden came to kill him.”

“It makes sense,” Kaden said. “A strange sort of sense. He didn’t know
who was a part of the conspiracy, and so he tried to protect each of us in a
different way. He sent his most trusted Aedolians after you, but one of them
must have let the plan leak. For me, he decided to send people who weren’t
involved with imperial politics at all.”

Valyn blew out a long, slow breath. It did make sense. It also spoke to
Sanlitun’s level of desperation. The Skullsworn, after all, had been hired in
the past to murder Annurian emperors.

He shook his head. “Well, it’s a good fucking thing whoever we’re
fighting against didn’t hire their own batch of Skullsworn.”

Pyrre chuckled. “They did. Who do you think killed the boatload of
Aedolians dispatched to warn Valyn?”

Valyn stared. “You bastards are fighting on both sides of this thing?”

“Kill her,” Gwenna said. “Let’s just kill her and be done with it.”

The assassin didn’t even open her eyes at the threat. “I like meeting a
young woman with a decisive cast of mind,” she said. “I’d prefer not to offer
you to the god just because you’re feeling rash. And yes, we are, as you point
out, on both sides, but only because to a worshipper of Ananshael, these sides
don’t matter. There are the living, and the dead. If a contract involves killing,
and there is enough gold involved, we will take the contract, the keeping of
which is an act of holy devotion. I am obliged to see Kaden to Annur, even if



it means opening the throats of other priests and priestesses in the process.”

“In that case,” Kaden said, “my plan is the best for you, too. I get back to
Annur faster, which means your work is over sooner.”

Pyrre waved an admonitory finger at him. “In theory.”

“The assassin is irrelevant,” Tan cut in.

“The assassin takes issue with that statement,” Pyrre shot back, “and she
points out once again that if you don’t want your precocious young leader to
go through your secret gate, you could simply avoid showing him said gate.”

For a moment Tan actually seemed to consider the suggestion, then shook
his head. “Though his mind moves like a beast’s, he is not a beast. To pen
him would only delay the inevitable. He must reach these decisions on his
own.”

“I’m just waiting for you all to figure it out,” Valyn said firmly, “but let’s
be really clear on one point: Kaden is the Emperor of Annur. He rules here,
and if there’s too much more talk about ‘penning,” or ‘beasts,” then either
you”—he pointed at the assassin—“or you”—at Tan—*"“are going to end up
dead in the bottom of a ravine.”

“How spirited,” Pyrre said, flipping her knife again, “and fraternal.”

Tan ignored the warning altogether, and not for the first time Valyn found
himself wondering about the monk’s past. That Pyrre seemed indifferent to
the presence of a Wing of Kettral made a certain sense—the Skullsworn
supposedly left behind all fear of death in the process of their initiation. The
monk, on the other hand, was an utter enigma. Evidently he’d destroyed a
number of the freakish Csestriim creatures—ak’hanath, Kaden called them—
in the fighting days earlier, but as Valyn never saw the things alive, he wasn’t
sure how difficult that would be. The monk carried his spear as though he
understood how to use it, but there was no telling where he had learned.
Perhaps among these Ishien that Kaden was so eager to visit.

“There’s really only one question,” Kaden said. “Will the Ishien help
me?”

Tan considered the question. “Possibly.”

“Then we go.”

“Or they might not.”



“Why? Their war is against the Csestriim, as is mine.”

“But their path is not yours.”

Kaden seemed about to respond, then took a deep breath, held it for a
while before exhaling slowly as he gazed over the mountains. Partly, Valyn
felt sorry for his brother. He himself had spent enough time trying to corral
an unruly Wing that he understood the frustrations of thwarted command.
Kaden had it even worse. At least Valyn’s Wing, for all their difficulty, were
as young and green as he was. Rampuri Tan had been Kaden’s instructor, his
teacher until the destruction of Ashk’lan, and wrangling the monk looked
about as easy as hauling a boulder uphill. Tan appeared as indifferent to
Kaden’s imperial title as he did to Valyn’s military rank and training. If the
older monk was going to be convinced, it would be for reasons Valyn would
never fathom.

“Then what do you suggest?” Kaden asked, showing impressive restraint.

“Fly me to the kenta,” Tan replied. “I will visit the Ishien, learn what they
know, while you return to the capital with your brother. We will all meet in
Annur.”

Kaden said nothing. He stared out over the western peaks so long that
eventually even Pyrre propped up her head, squinting at him between slitted
lids. Tan also remained motionless, also staring west. No one spoke, but
Valyn could feel the tension between the two monks, a silent struggle of
wills.

“No,” Kaden said at last.

Pyrre rolled her eyes and dropped her head back against the rock. Tan
said nothing.

“I will not be shepherded from place to place, kept safe while others fight
my battles,” Kaden said. “The Csestriim killed my father; they tried to kill me
and Valyn. If I’m going to fight back, I need what the Ishien know. More, I
need to meet them, to forge some sort of alliance. If they are to trust me, first
they have to know me.”

Tan shook his head. “Trust does not come easily to the men of the order I
once served.”

Kaden didn’t flinch. “And to you?” he asked, raising his brows. “Do you



trust me? Will you take me to the kenta, or do I need to leave you behind
while Valyn flies me all over the Bones searching?”

The monk’s jaw tightened. “I will take you,” he said finally.

“All right,” Valyn said, rolling to his feet. He didn’t like the plan, but at
least they were moving, at least they were finally doing something. All the
sitting and talking was keeping them pinned down, making them easier to
find, to attack. “Where are we going?”

“Assare,” Tan replied.

Valyn shook his head. “Which is what ... a mountain? A river?”

“A city.”

“Never heard of it.”

“It is old,” Tan said. “For a long time it was dangerous.”

“And now?”

“Now it is dead.”



It was her eyes that would get her killed.

Adare understood that well enough as she studied herself in the full-
length mirror, safe behind the locked doors of her chambers inside the Crane.
She had exchanged her ministerial robes for a servant’s dress of rough wool,
traded her silk slippers for serviceable traveling boots, discarded her silver
rings and ivory bracelets, scrubbed the faint traces of kohl from her eyelids
and ocher from her cheeks, scoured away the delicate perfume she had
favored since her thirteenth year, all in the effort to eliminate any trace of
Adare, the Malkeenian princess, the Minister of Finance, all in the hope of
becoming no one, nothing.

Like killing myself, she brooded as she stared at her reflection.

And yet, there was no killing the flame in her eyes, a bright fire that
shifted and burned even when she stood still. It seemed unfair that she should
have to shoulder the burden of Intarra’s gaze without any possibility of
reaping the rewards, and yet, despite coming into the world three years prior
to her brother, Adare would never sit the Unhewn Throne. It was Kaden’s
seat now. It didn’t matter that Kaden was missing, that Kaden was ignorant of
imperial politics, that Kaden knew none of the players nor any of the games;
it was upon Kaden that the entire empire attended. The fire in his eyes would
put him on that massive seat of stone while the flame in hers might see her
murdered before the week was out.

You’re being unreasonable, Adare chided herself silently. Kaden hadn’t
asked for his eyes any more than she had. For all she knew, the conspiracy
that ended her father’s life hadn’t stopped there. Stranded among oblivious



monks at the end of the earth, Kaden would make a pitifully easy target. By
now, he, too, could be dead.

A contingent of the Aedolian Guard had departed months earlier, led by
Tarik Adiv and Micijah Ut. At the time, the decision had surprised her.

“Why not send the Kettral?” she had asked Ran il Tornja. As kenarang, il
Tornja was Annur’s highest-ranking general, nominally in charge of both the
Kettral and the Aedolian Guard, and as interim regent, he was responsible for
finding Kaden, for seeing him returned safely to the throne. Dispatching a
group of men by ship seemed a strange choice, especially for a leader who
commanded an entire eyrie of massive flying hawks. “A Kettral Wing could
be there and back in what ... a week and a half?” Adare had pressed.
“Flying’s a lot faster than walking.”

“It’s also a lot more dangerous,” the kenarang had replied. “Especially for
someone who’s never been on a bird.”

“More dangerous than trekking through territory north of the Bend? Don’t
the Urghul pasture there?”

“We’re sending a hundred men, Minister,” he’d said, laying a hand on her
shoulder, “all Aedolians, led by the First Shield and Mizran Councillor both.
Better to do this thing slowly and to do it right.”

It wasn’t the decision Adare would have made, but no one had asked her
to make the decision, and at the time, she’d had no idea that il Tornja himself
had murdered her father. She, like everyone else, had pinned the death on
Uinian IV, the Chief Priest of Intarra, and only months later, when she
discovered the truth, did she think back to the conversation, dread curdling in
her stomach like rancid oil. Maybe il Tornja hadn’t sent the Kettral after
Kaden because he couldn’t. The conspiracy couldn’t extend everywhere. If il
Tornja wanted Kaden dead, the easiest place to do it would be in some
’Shael-forsaken mountains beyond the edge of the empire, and if the Kettral
remained loyal to the Unhewn Throne, the regent would have to send
someone else, a group he’d been able to deceive or suborn. That the
Aedolians themselves, the order devoted to guarding the Malkeenians, might
turn on her family seemed impossible, but then, so did her father’s death, and
he was dead. She had seen his body laid in the tomb.



The facts were stark. Il Tornja had murdered Sanlitun. He had also sent
Ut and Adiv after Kaden. If they were part of the larger conspiracy, Kaden
was dead, dead while Adare herself remained unmolested, unharmed, to all
appearances tucked safely away in her comfortable chambers inside the
Dawn Palace, protected by her irrelevance. Emperors were worth
assassinating. Evidently their daughters or sisters were safe.

Only, she wasn’t safe. Not really.

Her eyes strayed to the massive tome that was her father’s only bequest:
Yenten’s cumbersome History of the Atmani. She had burned the message
hidden inside, the terse warning in which Sanlitun fingered Ran il Tornja,
Annur’s greatest general, as his killer, but for some reason she had kept the
book. It was suitably grim, 841 pages detailing the history of the immortal
leach-lords who ruled Eridroa long before the Annurians, then went mad,
tearing their empire apart like a damp map.

Is that what I’'m about to do? Adare wondered.

She had considered a dozen courses of action, and discarded them all, all
except one. The gambit on which she finally settled was risky, more than
risky, riddled with danger and fraught with uncertainty, and for the hundredth
time she considered not going, giving up her insane plan, keeping her mouth
shut, continuing her ministerial duties, and doing her very best to forget her
father’s final warning. She had never set a foot outside the Dawn Palace
without an entourage of Aedolians, never walked more than a mile on her
own two feet, never bartered over the price of an evening meal or haggled for
a room in a highway inn. And yet, to stay would mean returning to him, to il
Tornja, would mean a daily miming of the love she had felt before she
learned the truth.

The thought of going back to his chambers, to his bed, decided her. For a
week after her horrifying discovery she had avoided him, pleading illness
first, then absorption in her ministerial work. The labors of the Chief Minister
of Finance, the post to which her father had appointed her in his final
testament, might plausibly fill up a day or two, but she couldn’t dodge il
Tornja forever, not without arousing suspicion. He had already come looking
for her twice, each time leaving behind a small bouquet of maidenbloom



along with a note in his crisp, angular hand. He hoped her fever would soon
pass. He had need of her counsel. He missed the softness of her skin beneath
his fingers. Skin like silk, the bastard called it. A month earlier the words
would have called a flush to her cheek. Now they curled her fingers into fists,
fists that, with an effort, she unclenched as she watched them in the mirror.
Even something as insignificant as those pale knuckles might draw attention.

For the hundredth time she slipped the narrow strip of muslin cloth from
the pocket of her dress. That and a small purse of coin were the only things
she could afford to take with her; anything else would be noticed when she
left the palace. The rest of what she needed—pack, pilgrim’s robes, food—
she would have to purchase in one of the Annurian markets. Provided she
could find the right stall. Provided her barter didn’t give her away
immediately. She coughed up a weak laugh at the absurdity of the situation:
she was the Annurian Minister of Finance, hundreds of thousands of golden
suns flowed through her offices every week, and yet she’d never bought so
much as a plum for herself.

“No time like the present,” she muttered, wrapping the muslin twice
around her eyes, then tying it tight behind her head. Through the blindfold the
edges of the world appeared softened, as though a heavy ocean mist had
blown west off the Broken Bay, sifting between the shutters. She could see
just fine, but it wasn’t her own sight she was worried about. The purpose of
the cloth was to hide the simmering fire of her eyes. She already knew it
worked. She must have tried it out a dozen times already, in daylight and
darkness, studying her face from every possible angle, searching for the glint
that would see her dead until her eyes ached from the strain. In daylight, it
worked perfectly, but at night, with the lamps snuffed, if she looked at herself
straight on, she could see the faint glow of her irises. Maybe if she just ...

With a snort of irritation she tugged the fabric free.

“You’re stalling,” she told herself, speaking the words out loud, using the
sound to goad her into action. “You’re a scared little girl and you’re stalling.
This is why the old vultures on the council think you’re too weak for your
post. This, what you’re doing right now. Father would be ashamed. Now stuff
the *Shael-spawned cloth back in your pocket, leave off mugging at yourself



in the mirror, and walk out the door.”

Not that it was quite that easy. Beyond her outer door waited Fulton and
Birch. The pair of Aedolians had watched over her each morning since she
turned ten, their presence as reliable as the walls of the palace itself. She had
always found them a comfort, two stones in the shifting currents of Annurian
politics; now, however, she worried they might destroy her plan before she
could set it in motion.

She had no reason to distrust them; in fact, she had thought long and hard
about confiding in the two, about asking them to come with her when she
fled. Their swords would make the long road that much safer, and the
familiar faces would be dearly welcome. She thought she could rely on them,
but then, she had relied on il Tornja, and he had killed her father. Fulton and
Birch were sworn to guard her, but so were the men sent east to retrieve
Kaden, and though they’d been gone for months, no one had heard anything
from him.

Keep your own counsel, she reminded herself as she swung open the door.
Keep your own counsel and walk your own path. At least she wouldn’t get
them killed if her whole plan collapsed.

The two soldiers nodded crisply as she stepped out.

“A new dress for you, Minister?” Fulton asked, narrowing his eyes at the
sight of the rough wool.

“I understand wanting out of those miserable ministerial robes,” Birch
added with a grin, “but I thought you could have afforded something a little
more stylish.”

Birch was the younger of the two, a dashing portrait of military virility
with his exotic blond hair and square jaw. He was pale, almost as pale as the
Urghul, but Adare had seen plenty of bone-white northerners, mostly
ministers and bureaucrats, come and go from the Dawn Palace. No one was
likely to mistake Birch for a minister. The man was built beautifully as one of
the sculptures lining the Godsway. Even his teeth were perfect, the kind of
thing an artist might use as a model.

Fulton was older than his partner, and shorter, and uglier, but around the
palace people whispered that he was the more deadly, and though Birch could



be brash and outspoken around Adare—a familiarity earned after years
dogging her footsteps—he deferred to the older man instinctively.

“I’'m leaving the red walls,” Adare replied, “and I don’t want to be
noticed.”

Fulton frowned. “I wish you had informed me earlier, Minister. I would
have had your full guard armored and ready.”

Adare shook her head. “The two of you are my full guard, at least for
today. I need to go to the Lowmarket, to check on the sale of gray goods for
the ministry, and as I said, I don’t want to be noticed.”

“The Guard is trained in discretion,” Fulton replied. “We won’t draw
undue attention.”

“Half a dozen men in full armor lugging broadblades?” Adare replied,
raising an eyebrow. “I never doubted your discretion, Fulton, but you blend
with the good citizens of Annur about as well as a lion with housecats.”

“We promise to purr,” Birch added, winking.

“Allow me just a moment to send a slave to the barracks,” Fulton said, as
though the matter were already settled. “We will have a traveling contingent
ready by the time you reach the gate. I will instruct them to wear cloaks over
their plate.”

“No,” Adare replied. There was more stiffness in the word than she had
intended, but everything hinged on this. Ditching Fulton and Birch would be
difficult enough. If they managed to bring the full contingent, she’d be
traveling inside a cordon of men like a fish caught in a loose net. “I
understand that you’re just looking out for my safety,” she continued, trying
to balance force with conciliation, “but I need an unvarnished view of what’s
happening in the Lowmarket. If the stallholders know I’'m coming, all the
illegal goods will disappear by the time I get there. We’ll find a group of
upstanding Annurian merchants hawking nothing more exciting than almonds
and door fittings.”

“Send someone else,” Fulton countered, arms crossed. “You have an
entire ministry under your command. Send a clerk. Send a scribe.”

“I have sent clerks. I have sent scribes. There are some parts of the job I
must do myself.”



Fulton’s jaw tightened. “I don’t have to remind you, Minister, that the city
is unsettled.”

“Annur is the largest city of the largest empire in the world,” Adare
snapped. “It is always unsettled.”

“Not like this,” the Aedolian replied. “The priest who murdered your
father was loved by thousands, tens of thousands. You revealed the truth
about him, saw him killed, and then proceeded to force through a set of
Accords that crippled his Church and his religion both.”

“The people don’t see it that way.”

He nodded. “Many may not, but many is not all. The Sons of Flame...”

“Are gone, I disbanded the military order.”

“Disbanded soldiers do not simply disappear,” Fulton replied grimly.
“They keep their knowledge, and their loyalties, and their blades.”

Adare realized she had balled her hands into fists. The Aedolian had
voiced her own secret hope—that the Sons of Flame were out there, and that
they had kept their blades. In the stark light of day, her plan was madness.
The Sons of Flame loathed her for what she had done to both their Church
and their order. When Adare showed up in the southern city of Olon alone,
unguarded, they were more likely to burn her than to hear her out, and yet she
could see no other course.

If she was going to make a stand against il Tornja, she needed a force of
her own, a well-trained military machine. Rumor out of the south suggested
the Sons were regrouping. The force was there—hidden, but there. As for
their loyalties ... well, loyalties were malleable. At least she desperately
hoped so. In any case, there was no point worrying the point further. She
could wait in her chambers like a coddled lapdog, or she could take up the
only weapon available to her and hope the blade didn’t slice straight through
her hand.

“I will do what needs doing,” Adare said, forcing some steel into her
voice. “Do you send a slave to guard my door each morning? No, you come
yourself. A slave can polish your armor, but the heart of your duty can only
be performed by you.”

“Actually,” Birch added, “he polishes his own armor, the stubborn goat.”



“We’re going out,” Adare continued. “Just the three of us. I have every
faith in your ability to keep me safe, especially given no one will know who I
am. You can bring your blades and wear your armor, but put something over
it, a traveling cloak, and not one with the Guard’s ’Kent-kissing insignia
emblazoned across it. I will meet you by the Low Gate at the next gong.”

k kK

Adare let out a long breath when she’d passed beneath the portcullis, crossed
the wooden bridge spanning the moat, and slipped beyond the outer
guardsmen into the turmoil beyond.

She risked a glance over her shoulder, unsure even as she turned whether
she was checking for pursuit or stealing one final look at her home, at the
fortress that had shielded her for more than two decades. It was difficult to
appreciate the scale of the Dawn Palace from the inside: the graceful halls,
low temples, and meandering gardens prevented anyone from seeing more
than a sliver of the place at once. Even the central plaza, built to
accommodate five thousand soldiers standing at attention, to awe even the
most jaded foreign emissaries, comprised only a tiny fraction of the whole.
Only from outside could one judge the palace’s true scale.

Red walls, dark as blood, stretched away in both directions. Aside from
the crenellations and guard towers punctuating their length, they might have
been some ancient feature of the earth itself rather than the work of human
hands, a sheer cliff thrust fifty feet into the air, impassable, implacable. Even
unguarded, those walls would pose a serious problem to any foe, and yet, it
was never the red walls that drew the eye, for inside them stood a thicket of
graceful towers: the Jasmine Lance and the White, Yvonne’s and the Crane,
the Floating Hall, any one of them magnificent enough to house a king. In
another city, a single one of those towers would have dominated the skyline,
but in Annur, in the Dawn Palace, they looked like afterthoughts, curiosities,
the whim of some idle architect. The eye slid right past them, past and above,
scaling the impossible height of Intarra’s Spear.

Even after twenty years in the Dawn Palace, Adare’s mind still balked at
the dimensions of the central tower. Partly it was the height. The spire



reached so high it seemed to puncture the firmament, to scratch the blue from
the sky. Climbing to the top of the Spear took the better part of a morning
provided you started well before dawn, and in years past, some of Annur’s
aging emperors had been known to take days to make the trip, sleeping at
way stations set up inside the structure.

The way stations were a later addition. Everything inside the tower—the
stairs, the floors, the interior rooms—was an addition, human cleverness
cobbled onto the inside of a tower older than human thought. Only the walls
were original, walls cut or carved or forged from a substance clear and bright
as winter ice, smooth as glass, stronger than tempered steel. From the
chambers inside, you could look straight through those walls, out onto the
streets and buildings of Annur and beyond, far beyond, well out over the
Broken Bay and west into the Ghost Sea. People journeyed from across the
empire, from beyond her borders, just to gape at this great, scintillating
needle. As much as the legions or the fleet, Intarra’s Spear, its presence at the
very heart of the Dawn Palace, drove home the inevitability of Annurian
might.

And it’s all just a few hundred paces from this, Adare reflected as she
turned her back on the palace.

Surrounding her, literally in the shadow of the immaculately maintained
walls, hunkered a long row of wine sinks and brothels, teak shacks slapped
together, their walls as much gap as wood, crooked doorways and windows
hung with limp, ratty cloth. The juxtaposition was glaring, but it had its logic:
the Malkeenians maintained the right to raze fifty paces beyond the moat in
the event of an assault on the city. There had been no such assault in
hundreds of years, but those citizens rich enough to want fine homes were
cautious enough to build them elsewhere, far enough from the palace that no
skittish emperor would burn them in the name of imperial security. And so,
despite their proximity to the palace, the streets and alleys surrounding Adare
were all squalor and noise, the scent of cheap pork grilled to burning, rancid
cooking oil, shrimp paste and turmeric, and, threaded beneath it all, the salt
bite of the sea.

In the past, as befit her station, Adare had always departed the palace by



the Emperor’s Gate, which opened westward onto the Godsway, and for a
moment she simply stood, trying to get her bearings, trying to make sense of
the cacophony around her. A man was approaching, she realized with a start,
a hawker, the wooden bowl hung from his neck filled with some sort of
blackened meat, the strips charred to their skewers. He was halfway into his
pitch when Fulton stepped forward, shaking his grizzled head and grumbling
something curt that Adare couldn’t quite make out. The vendor hesitated,
glanced at the pommel of the blade protruding through the Aedolian’s cloak,
then spat onto the pitted flags and moved away, already soliciting other
business. Birch joined them a moment later.

“Over Graves?” he asked. “Or along the canal?”

“Graves would be safer,” Fulton responded, looking pointedly at Adare.
“No crowds, fewer lowlifes.”

The district lay immediately to the west, rising steeply onto the hill that
had once, as its name suggested, been given over entirely to funerary plots.
As the city grew, however, and land became more precious, the well-to-do
merchants and craftsmen who sold their goods in the Graymarket or along the
Godsway had slowly colonized the area, building between the cemeteries
until the entire hill was a patchwork of crypts and open land broken by rows
of mansions with handsome views over the Dawn Palace and the harbor
beyond.

“Graves would be longer,” Adare said firmly. She had made it past the
red walls, but their shadow loomed, and she wanted to be away, truly buried
in the labyrinth of the city, and quickly. Unwilling to tip her hand to the
Aedolians, she hadn’t yet donned her blindfold, relying instead on the depth
of her hood to hide her face and eyes. The meager disguise made her twitchy
and impatient. “If we want to reach the Lowmarket and be back before noon,
we’ll need to take the canal. It’s relatively straight. It’s flat. I’ve traveled the
canals before.”

“Always with a full contingent of guards,” Fulton pointed out. Even as
they stood talking, his eyes ranged over the crowd, and his right hand never
strayed far from his sword.

“The longer we stand here arguing,” Adare countered, “the longer I’'m



outside the palace.”

“And we’re ducks here,” Birch added, his earlier playfulness gone. “It’s
your call, Fulton, but I’d rather be moving than standing.”

The older Aedolian growled something incomprehensible, stared long and
hard at the canal snaking away to the west, then nodded gruffly. “Let’s get
across the bridge,” he said. “Less traffic on the southern bank.” He fell in on
her left as they crossed the stone span, while Birch walked a few paces to the
right, taking up a position between Adare and the waterway when they
reached the far side.

The canal, like two dozen others coiling through the city, was as much a
thoroughfare as the actual streets. Vessels crowded the channel, tiny coracles,
barges, and slender snake boats, most loaded with wicker baskets or open
barrels, most selling to the people on the shore, taking coin in long-handled
baskets, and returning goods—fruit or fish, ta or flowers—with the same.
People crowded both banks, leaning out over the low stone balustrades,
shouting their orders to the boatmen. Every so often, something would drop
into the water, and the half-naked urchins shivering on the bank would leap
in, fighting viciously with one another in their eagerness to retrieve the
sinking goods.

Without a score of palace guardsmen to clear a path, the walk took longer
than Adare remembered. Though she stood taller than most women, almost as
tall as Birch, she lacked the bulk necessary to force her way through the press
of bodies. Fulton seemed to grow more tense, more wary, with every step,
and Adare was starting to feel nervous herself, the relief of having slipped the
noose of the red walls replaced by the constant pressure of sweating bodies
all around her, the jostling and shouting, the hammering of a thousand voices.

By the time they broke into the relative tranquillity of the broad plaza
facing the Basin, Adare could feel sweat slicking her back. Her breath was all
bound up inside her chest and she let it out in a long, uneven sigh. Compared
to the lanes fronting the canal, the plaza was wide and relatively empty, a
huge sweep of stone flags dotted with knots of men and women. She could
see more than two feet in front of her. She could move, breathe. How she
would have managed the walk without Fulton and Birch she had no idea.



Well, you’d better figure it out soon, she told herself. You can’t take them
with you.

She glanced out over the Basin, the wide semi-lake where the Atmani
Canal ended after hundreds of miles, ramifying into half a dozen smaller
conduits that would carry water and boats to the various quarters of the city.
Scores of narrow long-keels swung at anchor, divesting their cargo onto
smaller rafts or bobbing barrel-boats, then topping up on stores for the return
trip south toward Olon and Lake Baku.

For a moment Adare paused, eyeing those craft. Her journey would be so
much simpler if she could just choose one, step aboard, pay a captain for food
and a luxury cabin, then spend the trip south rehearsing her meeting with the
secretly reunited Sons of Flame and their shadowy leader, Vestan Ameredad.
In many ways, the boat would be safer than taking her chances walking the
long road—no prying eyes, no brigands, almost no human interaction. The
prospect was so alluring.... Alluring and utterly stupid.

Even at a distance, Adare could make out tax inspectors in their stiff
uniforms, members of her own ministry, moving up and down the quays,
looking over the off-loaded barrels and bales. She stood far enough off that
there was no chance of discovery, but she shrank back into her hood all the
same. Within a day Ran would discover that his tame pet had gone missing,
and when he came after her, he would expect her to think like a pampered
princess. By the next morning, the kenarang’s minions would be crawling
through all the most expensive inns and guesthouses in the city. They would
be interrogating ship captains down in the harbor, and they would be all over
the Basin asking questions about a young woman with coin in her pocket and
hidden eyes.

Adare’s shoulders tightened at the thought of pursuit, hundreds of il
Tornja’s men scouring the city for her, and she almost yelped when Fulton
stepped closer, taking her firmly by the elbow.

“Don’t look over your shoulder, Minister,” he said, voice low. “We are
being followed.” He glanced at his companion. “Birch, take second point,
eyes on the northeast quadrant.”

Adare started to turn, but Fulton jerked her forward ungently.



“Don’t. Look,” he hissed.

Tiny barbs of fear pricked Adare’s skin. “Are you sure?” she asked.
“Who is it?”

“Yes, and I don’t know. Two tall men. They just stepped into a ta shop.”

Instead of glancing back, Adare stared at the crowd moving and shifting
around her. She had no idea how Fulton had picked two faces out of the
chaos. There must have been thousands of people in the wide plaza—porters,
bare-chested and bent nearly double beneath their loads; knots of garrulous
women in bright silk, down from the Graves to pick over the newest goods
before they reached market; beggars prostrated beside the fountains; wagon-
drivers in broad straw hats prodding indifferent water buffalo through the
press. Half an Annurian legion could have been following her through the
crowd and Adare might not have noticed.

“There were hundreds of people moving west along the canal,” Adare
whispered. “This is the busiest hour for the Basin. It doesn’t mean they’re all
stalking us.”

“With due respect, Minister,” Fulton replied, herding her surreptitiously
to the south, toward one of the smaller streets leading out of the broad square,
“you have your business and I have mine.”

“Where are we going?” Adare demanded, risking a glance over her
shoulder despite the Aedolian’s orders. Birch had taken a dozen steps back,
his boyish face serious as he scanned the storefronts. “We’re headed south,
not west.”

“We’re not going to the Lowmarket anymore. It’s not safe.”

Adare took a deep breath. Her entire plan hinged on going west, on
getting through the broad plaza, then over the large bridge spanning the
Atmani Canal. The fact that someone might have seen her leaving the Dawn
Palace, that men might even now be tracking her through the city streets, only
increased her urgency.

“Well, if someone is following, we have to go on,” she said. “We can lose
them in the Lowmarket.”

Fulton glared at her.

“The Lowmarket is an assassin’s dream—constant crowds, miserable



sight lines, and enough noise that you can’t hear yourself talk. I didn’t want
you traveling there in the first place, and you’re certainly not going now. You
can have me removed from my post when we return to the palace. Have me
stripped of my steel, if you want, but until we return, until you do, it is my
charge to guard you, and I intend to keep that charge.” His grip tightened on
her elbow. “Keep moving. Don’t run.”

He glanced over his shoulder toward Birch, who flicked a series of hand
signs, too quick for Adare to follow. The younger Aedolian looked grim and
Fulton nodded curtly as he shepherded her toward the nearest street.

“Where are we going?” Adare hissed again. A return to the Dawn Palace
was impossible. Il Tornja would hear of her departure and the strange
conditions surrounding it. He would learn that she had been disguised, that
she had insisted on a minimal guard, and he would want answers she was ill
prepared to give. Even if, through some miracle, Adare was able to keep the
abortive journey a secret, the Aedolians would never allow her outside the
red walls without a full escort again. “Where are you taking me?” she
demanded, vaguely aware of panic fringing her voice.

“Safety,” Fulton replied. “A storefront nearby.”

“We’ll be trapped in a ’Kent-kissing storefront.”

“Not this one. We own it. Run it. Called a rabbit hole—for situations like
this.”

From out of the press, a vendor stepped toward them. He was a fat, genial
man smiling a crack-toothed smile as he reached into the bulging cloth bag at
his side.

“Firefruit, lady? Fresh from the Si’ite orchards and juicy as a kiss....”

Before he could proffer the fruit in question, Fulton stepped forward. The
Aedolian hadn’t drawn his blade, but he didn’t need to. His fist smashed into
the vendor’s soft throat, and the man crumpled.

Adare pulled back, aghast.

“He was just trying to sell me something,” she protested.

The fruit seller rolled onto his side, a broken gargle escaping from his
windpipe. Pain and panic filled his eyes as he tried to drag himself away on
his elbows. The Aedolian didn’t spare him a glance.



“I didn’t swear an oath to guard his life. We are undermanned and far
from the red walls. Keep moving.”

Behind them, Birch flicked more signals with one hand, the other ready
on his sword. Adare felt her breath thicken inside her chest, her stomach
churn. In a city of a million souls, she was trapped. Fulton’s firm hand on her
elbow had seen to that. Once they left the plaza, there would be no way
forward or back, nowhere to run. The Aedolians were only trying to keep her
safe, but ...

She stared at Fulton, at his grizzled face. What if they weren’t trying to
keep her safe? Away from familiar eyes, the Aedolians could drag her into
any old alley and finish the job. She pulled up short. They tried to keep you
inside the palace, a voice in her head reminded her, but her ears were ringing
and Birch was shouting something, quickening his pace to a trot as he waved
them forward.

It has to be now, she realized. Whether the Aedolians were innocent or
not, whether someone was really following them or not, return meant
discovery, and discovery meant failure.

My father is dead, she reminded herself, and I am his last blade. Then, all
in a burst, she yanked free.

Surprise twisted Fulton’s features. “Minister...” he began, but before he
could finish, Adare turned and darted west, deeper into the plaza, toward the
canal that emptied into the Basin. She needed to get over the bridge spanning
that canal, then to the narrow watercourse draining away to the west. Just a
few hundred paces, she thought, feet pounding on the wide stones. Just a few
hundred paces and she’d be safe.

“Birch!” the Aedolian bellowed. The younger guardsman spun around,
stretching out an arm to stop her, but he was too slow, baffled into
momentary hesitation by her unexpected flight.

Adare ducked to the left, felt the fabric of the dress twist between her
legs, and for a moment she was falling, careening toward the broad paving
stones. She caught herself with an outstretched hand, pain tearing up her
thumb and into her wrist, stumbled a few steps, heard Birch cursing behind
her, and then she was running again, the treacherous dress hiked up above her



knees.

Men and women paused to stare as she raced by, faces looming up one
after the next, a series of still portraits: a startled child with wide brown eyes;
a canal hand holding a long hook, half his face maimed by a vicious scar; a
blond Edishman with a beard braided halfway down his chest. Her hood had
fallen back revealing her face, revealing her eyes. People began to point, to
exclaim. A few children even ran behind her hollering “princess” and
“Malkeenian.”

She risked a glance over her shoulder—whether for the Aedolians or her
more mysterious pursuit, she wasn’t sure. Fulton and Birch were charging
after her, but they were a dozen paces back, and, with a flash of surprise, she
realized that her plan, though battered, was actually working. The men were
stronger than her by far, stronger and faster, but they wore a quarter of their
weight in steel beneath those traveling cloaks. Adare had only her coin purse
and the blindfold secreted beneath her robe.

Just a little farther, she told herself. A little farther and it won’t matter
who saw.

She wasn’t sure how long she’d been running, but suddenly she was
almost there, almost to the narrow spillover people called the Chute. The
Chute wasn’t a proper canal. Unlike the half-dozen waterways that spread out
from the Basin to the north, east, and west, all wide enough to permit the
narrow canal vessels for which they had been dug, the side channel was
barely six paces across, a miniature waterfall constructed to drain off the
excess power of the canal’s current so that the other channels snaking
through the city might flow more placidly.

On other visits to the Basin and the Lowmarket, Adare had seen grinning,
naked children riding the Chute. They would leap in from the bridge above,
then let the frothing current carry them away west, out of sight between
buildings cantilevered out over the water. It had looked easy, fun. As she
hoisted herself onto the wide, low balustrade, however, she froze, staring in
dismay at the water below. She had remembered a short drop, maybe a few
paces, into a swift, refreshing current. Her memory, evidently, had failed her.

Something had transformed the Chute from a giddy little overflow



suitable for childish games into a churning, roiling current thrashing over and
into itself, tossing foam a dozen feet into the air. Adare clung more tightly to
the rail. There were no children in sight.

Autumn, she realized, her legs trembling from the frantic run and this new
shock. She had seen the children swimming the Chute in early autumn, when
the canals and the Basin itself sat at their lowest level. Now, though, it was
the tail end of spring, and the current chewed ferociously at its banks like
some hunger-maddened beast trying to break its bonds. Adare had learned to
swim in the Emerald Pool back in the Dawn Palace. As a child, she had even
prevailed upon her Aedolians to let her paddle around in the harbor on calm
days. This, though—she wasn’t even sure she could swim in that furious
current, certainly not in her exhausted state, not with the weight of the wool
dress pulling her down. She started to climb back from the rail. She could
keep running, outdistance her pursuit on foot, lose them in the alleys and side
streets of Annur, hide out somewhere....

A shout from the base of the bridge froze her in place.

Fulton and Birch had already reached the span, the younger Aedolian one
pace in front of his companion, both of them bellowing something
incomprehensible. Both were red-faced and sweating, but both looked ready
to run another mile. She wouldn’t escape them on foot. She couldn’t. It was
the Chute or nothing. Adare stared as they approached, paralyzed by her fear,
her indecision.

Do something, she snarled at herself, glancing once more at the raging
current below. Do something!

And then, with a cry that was half sob, half defiance, she was over,
tumbling uncontrollably toward the thundering current.



“Well, that’s not on the ’Kent-kissing maps,” Gwenna shouted from her
perch on the Kettral’s other talon, pitching her voice to carry above the
wind’s fury.

Valyn settled for a nod in response, not trusting himself to open his mouth
without losing his tongue to his chattering teeth. Back in the Qirins it would
be good swimming weather already, but late spring in the Bone Mountains
would be called winter anywhere else, especially when you were flying three
thousand paces up. Even Valyn’s heaviest blacks did little to blunt the biting
wind.

He squinted through frozen lashes, trying to make better sense of the
valley beneath them, a gouge running east to west, so deep and narrow he
could only see the bottom when they passed directly overhead. They’d been
quartering this section of the peaks for the better part of the afternoon,
searching the desolate gray stone and ice for some sign of Rampuri Tan’s lost
city. The monk had given Valyn a rough idea where to look, but the details
were hazy.

“I have been there only twice,” Tan told him earlier, his tone suggesting
Valyn was a fool for pursuing the issue, “and I never approached from the
air.”

Which meant a long and very cold grid search. The Kettral had the most
accurate maps in the world—coastlines and rivers were easy to chart from
atop a soaring bird—but no one had bothered to explore deep into the Bone
Mountains. The granite spires and high, snowbound valleys were too rugged
and remote to be of any military interest: no one was taking an army through



the Bones, and, aside from a few rough mining villages far to the south, no
one was living there either.

Valyn would have said that large-scale habitation was impossible this far
north, but he could just make out, carved into the sheer granite wall of the
deep valley directly below, a series of rectangular holes and open ledges. The
stonework was so ancient, so roughened by wind and weather, that it took
him a moment to realize he was looking at stairs and chimneys, windows and
balconies, all honeycombing the vertical side of the cliff. Assare, the dead
city promised by Rampuri Tan.

About time, Valyn thought, clenching his jaw against the cold. He reached
over to tap Kaden on the arm, then pointed.

Kaden took a firm hold on the overhead strap, then leaned out a little
farther from the talon to get a better look. Despite his lack of training, he was
handling these early kettral flights with surprising composure. Valyn himself
had been terrified of the birds when he first arrived on the Islands, but Kaden,
after asking a few straightforward questions about how best to mount,
dismount, and position himself during flight, had endured the trip with no
apparent anxiety, relaxing into the harness and watching the peaks with those
impassive blazing eyes. When the bird completed a quarter pass over the
valley, he turned back to Valyn and nodded.

Things had gone less smoothly over on the bird’s opposite talon; Gwenna,
irritated to be sharing a perch with Triste, spent half the flight prodding and
repositioning the girl, frightening her while failing to make her either safer or
more comfortable. It wasn’t Triste’s fault she didn’t know the first thing
about the riding of massive birds.

That she’d managed to stay alive, even to help when everything went into
the shitter, said something about her resolve, her tenacity, but there were
limits. The girl wasn’t Kettral; she was a priestess of the Goddess of Pleasure,
and a childhood in Ciena’s temple learning about lutes, dancing, and fine
wine had done little to prepare her for the rigors of Kettral travel.

Of course, Valyn reminded himself, I’d look just as uncomfortable if
someone demanded that I play the lute. They each had their weaknesses. The
difference was, you didn’t die if you screwed up a passage on the lute.



After a while, Gwenna gave up her half-assed attempts to help,
abandoning Triste to swing in the cold wind. Valyn looked over, watching
the girl huddle into herself, dangling miserably in her harness. She’d
exchanged her shredded gown for the too-large uniform of one of the dead
Aedolians, and though it hung on her like laundry flapping on a line, the
ludicrous clothing did nothing to obscure her raven-dark hair or violet eyes.
Next to Triste, the other women in the group looked dull, drab. Not that
Gwenna was likely to give a shit about that. Clearly it was the girl’s
incompetence she considered unforgivable.

And Valyn didn’t even want to think about what was happening over on
the other bird. They were lucky to have the second kettral, the one left behind
when they’d killed Sami Yurl’s traitorous Wing—Suant’ra couldn’t have
hauled the whole group on her own—but adding another bird forced Talal
into a flier’s role, leaving Rampuri Tan and Pyrre to Annick’s dubious
tutelage down below. At least Gwenna had bothered to berate Triste about
her flying posture; as far as Valyn could make out, the sniper had neglected
her charges entirely, her hard eyes fixed on the terrain below, bow half
drawn, despite the frigid wind. Fortunately, both Rampuri Tan and Pyrre
seemed to have found the knack of hanging in the harness while holding on
to the straps above. They hadn’t plummeted to their deaths, at least, which
was something.

We’ll be down soon, Valyn reminded himself, squinting at the ground
below, trying to figure out the best spot for the drop.

It was clear why this valley, unlike the others, had been able to support
human settlement: it was deeper, much deeper. Instead of the rough, V-
shaped defiles that gouged the peaks all around, here the sheer granite walls
fell away thousands upon thousands of feet, shadowing and sheltering a
climate in the gorge below that was green rather than brown and gray, with
real trees instead of the isolated and stunted trunks dotting the rest of the
mountains. As they dipped below the upper rim, Valyn could feel the
warmer, moister air. At the head of the valley, where the glaciers melted, a
slender filament of waterfall tumbled over the lip, half hidden behind a veil of
spray, shimmering, roiling, and reflecting the light, then splashing into a lake



that drained out in a lazy river along the valley floor. Grass flanked the river;
not the bunchy, ragged clumps he’d seen in the higher peaks, but real grass,
green and even, if not particularly lush.

It was the city itself, however, the drew Valyn’s eye, if city was even the
right word. Valyn had never seen anything to compare to it. Stairs chipped
from the stone face zigzagged from ledge to ledge, and while some of those
ledges looked natural, as though huge shards of stone had simply peeled
away, others were too regular, too neat, evidently chiseled out over years or
decades. Ranks of rough, rectangular holes pierced the wall— windows into
interior chambers. Other, smaller apertures might have served as chimneys or
sockets for some lattice of wooden scaffolding long rotted away. It was
difficult to gauge the scale, but the highest windows opened out at least a
hundred paces above the valley floor, far higher than the tips of the
blackpines below. It was a staggering accomplishment. Valyn tried to guess
how long such a place would take to build, how many men and women had
labored for how many years to hack their mountain home from the rock, but
he was a soldier, not an engineer. Decades maybe. Centuries.

It was a beautiful spot. More importantly, you could defend it. The only
approach into the gorge was from the east, up the horridly steep broken
valley. Fifty men could hold the canyon mouth against an army with little
need to do anything more than shove boulders down the scree. The flat land
at the base of the cliffs offered plenty of space on which to graze animals and
grow crops, and if an army somehow managed to force its way into the
gorge, the city itself, adequately provisioned, looked capable of withstanding
an indefinite siege. It was a good spot, a safe spot.

So why is it dead?

Rampuri Tan hadn’t told them shit about the place, which was probably a
good thing, since Valyn was having trouble believing the little he’d already
heard. Evidently, the kenta was down there, somewhere. Evidently Kaden
and Tan could use it to travel halfway around the world in a single step. The
whole thing sounded ludicrous, but after eight years training with leaches,
after seeing what Talal and Balendin could do with their strange powers, after
Valyn’s own experience in Hull’s Hole, he was less ready to dismiss Kaden’s



story of the gates out of hand. Still, it would have helped to know what the
’Kent-kissing things looked like.

Valyn had hoped he might get a description of what they were searching
for—dimensions, features—but Kaden didn’t seem to know much more
about the gates than the Csestriim bit, and all the monk would say was, “You
find the city, and I will take us to the kenta.”

“Well, here’s the city,” Valyn muttered, flexing his freezing sword hand
to regain some motion while checking over his straps. He flicked a little hand
sign at Gwenna: aided dismount, short perimeter check. She nodded
impatiently, already loosening Triste’s buckles for the drop. Valyn signaled
to Laith with a few tugs on the straps, and the flier banked Suant’ra slightly
to bring her down right at the base of the cliff, a few dozen paces from the
stairs and windows.

This place had better be dead, Valyn thought, as the cracked stone
loomed up beneath him.

The drops went better than he could have hoped. Both monks followed
instructions perfectly, as though they’d spent days memorizing them; Triste
was almost light enough to catch; and Pyrre, who looked like she was going
to bust her head open, tucked into the fall at the last minute and rolled to her
feet chuckling. Annick and Gwenna didn’t wait for the others to regain their
balance before darting off, blades out, to check the perimeter, one outward
into the high grass, the other, after lighting a storm lantern, into the gaping
mouth of the city itself.

“As I often say after a night of drinking,” Pyrre remarked, glancing over
to where Laith and Talal had landed the birds, “I would have enjoyed that
more if we had done less of it.”

“Long flights take a while to get used to,” Valyn replied, careful to hide
the fact that he, too, felt stiff and sore from hanging in the harness, wind-
chapped and cold right down in his marrow. The assassin claimed to be on
their side, but so far, the people who were supposed to be on their side had
proven astoundingly eager to kill them, and Valyn had no desire to reveal
more to the woman than he had to. He turned instead to Rampuri Tan.

“Tell me this is the place.”



The monk nodded. “It is farther north than I realized.”

“And this place is what, exactly?” Pyrre asked, tilting her head back to
gaze up the looming cliff. “A part of Anthera?”

“I don’t think it’s part of anything,” Kaden replied, turning slowly to take
in the crumbling carved facade. “Not anymore.”

Although there was at least an hour of daylight remaining in the high
peaks, deep in the valley night was gathering already, and Valyn stared into
the growing gloom, trying to fix the surrounding terrain in his mind: the
waterfall, the small lake, the narrow river draining out to the east. Eons of
rockfall had piled up in places along the cliff base, but a little farther out,
stands of blackpine grew densely enough that he couldn’t see more than a
hundred paces in any direction.

He turned his attention back to the carved rock. A single entrance like a
toothless mouth—the one through which Gwenna had disappeared—provided
the only access at ground level, though a row of narrow slits glowered down
on them from twenty or thirty feet above: arrow loops, scores of them. Rough
carvings flanked the doorway, human shapes so eroded by wind and rain that
Valyn could make out little more than the position of the bodies. Perhaps
they had been triumphant once, but erosion had so twisted the forms that now
they appeared frozen in postures of defeat or death. The remnants of rusted
pintles protruded from the stone, but the hinges they once held were gone, as
were the doors themselves, presumably rotted away. Whatever the place was,
it had clearly been abandoned for a very long time.

Laith was going over Suant’ra, checking her pinions for damage, then the
leading edges of her wings. Yurl’s kettral waited a dozen paces off, feathers
ruffled against the coming night, watching them all with one black,
inscrutable eye. The birds would fly for anyone with the proper training, and
in theory she wouldn’t know or care that Valyn and his soldiers had been the
ones to destroy Sami Yurl’s Wing. That was the fucking theory, at least.
Valyn hoped to Hull it was right.

“A night’s rest will do them good, too,” Laith said, combing through
’Ra’s tailfeathers with his fingers.

Valyn shook his head. “They’re not getting a rest.”



The flier turned. “Excuse me?”

“You have the call-and-command whistles for Yurl’s bird?” Valyn asked.

“Of course. She wouldn’t be much good without them.”

“I want them both in the air,” Valyn said. “Circling. Yurl’s bird can stay
low, just above the trees, but I want ’Ra high. If we need to get out quick,
we’ll call them.”

Laith shook his head. “She’s tired, Val. They both are.”

“So are we.”

“And we’re going to get some sleep tonight. Even with the thermals in
this canyon, it’ll be a strain to fly in circles half the night. The birds aren’t
any use to us if they’re half dead.”

“They’re even less use to us completely dead,” Valyn said. “We have to
assume someone is following us. Hunting us. Another Kettral Wing, maybe
two.”

“Why do we have to assume that?”

Valyn stared. “We went rogue. We disobeyed a direct order when we left
the Islands. We slaughtered another Kettral Wing....”

“They tried to murder the Emperor,” Talal pointed out quietly as he
approached the group.

“No one knows that but us,” Valyn said. “As far as the Eyrie is
concerned, we’re traitors.”

“Unless they’re the traitors,” Laith said grudgingly. “Daveen Shaleel or
the Flea or whoever. In which case we’re just as screwed.”

Valyn blew out a slow breath. “I don’t think the Flea’s part of it.”

“You just said you think the bastard is hunting us.”

“I do,” Valyn said, “but I don’t think he’s part of the plot.” He paused,
trying to make sure he wasn’t missing anything. “Think it through with me.
Yurl and Balendin were bad, they were part of the conspiracy, and Shaleel
sent them north.”

“Ah,” Talal said, nodding.

“Ah, what?” Laith demanded, looking from Valyn to the leach and back.
“Someone spell it out for the idiot over here.”

“If you were trying to murder the Emperor,” Valyn said, “and you could



send Yurl or the Flea, who would you send?”

“Ah,” Laith said. “If the veteran wings were part of the plot, Shaleel
would have sent them.” He brightened. “Good news! Whoever’s hunting us is
on our side.”

“But they don’t know that,” Valyn pointed out, “and they might fill us full
of arrows before we can inform them.”

“Bad news,” Laith said, spreading his hands. “The ups and downs are
killing me. Still, if it’s all true, if we really are being stalked by the Kettral,
that’s all the more reason to have the birds rested. Listen to me, Valyn. I
know kettral. There are only two better fliers than me back on the Islands:
Quick Jak and Chi Hoai Mi. Jak failed the Trial and, if you’re right, Chi
Hoai’s hunting us, so I’'m the best you’ve got and I’m telling you to rest
them.”

Valyn frowned into the darkness, trying to imagine he were the Flea. The
thought was ludicrous, but he kept at it. “This isn’t a flying question, Laith,
it’s a tactics question. If I were them, I'd want to take out our birds first.
Ground us. Without wings, we’d be at their mercy. I'm not letting that
happen.”

Laith spread his arms wide. “Have you seen the mountains we’ve been
flying over? The whole fucking Eyrie could be here flying search grids and
odds are no one would find us.”

“I’'m not concerned about the whole Eyrie,” Valyn replied, keeping his
voice level, “I’m concerned about the Flea. He and his Wing have a
reputation, in case you weren’t paying attention back on the Islands, for
making a total hash of the odds. Put the birds in the air. One high, one low.”

Laith locked eyes with him, then threw up his hands. “You’re one worried
son of a bitch, Valyn hui’Malkeenian.”

“It’s your job to fly,” Valyn replied. “It’s my job to worry.”

The flier snorted. “Here,” he said, tossing something overhand to Valyn.
“If you’re going to worry, you may as well have one of the whistles. Yurl’s
Wing had two.”

It took Laith a few more minutes to finish checking over the kettral. By
the time he’d sent them into the air once more—silent black shapes slicing



across the stars—Annick had returned, jogging out from behind a few pines
with an arrow nocked to the string of her bow.

“Any company?” Valyn asked.

She shook her head. “No light, no smoke, no refuse or visible waste.”

“It’s not exactly thriving,” he agreed, glancing around once more.

“As I told you,” Tan interjected, “it is dead.”

“I’ll fucking say,” Gwenna added, stepping out of the doorway, lantern
held in one hand, a bared short blade in the other.

“Anything inside?” Valyn asked, ignoring the monk. It was all well and
good for Rampuri Tan to have his opinions, but Valyn’s carelessness had
nearly cost him and his Wing their lives once already. He had no intention of
spending any time in a strange city, dead or not, without running through his
own protocols.

Gwenna shrugged. “Stuff that doesn’t rot: knives, pots, bracelets. Oh, and
bones. A whole shitload of bones.”

“Where?”

“Everywhere. It’s like every poor bastard in the place was slaughtered as
they sat down to breakfast.”

Valyn frowned and turned back to the monk. “All right, so we can see for
ourselves it’s empty. Where are we? What killed the people who lived here?”

“This is Assare,” Tan replied. “The first human city.”

Gwenna let out a bark that might have been laughter. Valyn started to ask
Tan how he knew all this, why the place didn’t appear on any imperial maps,
but night was nearly upon them, and they hadn’t moved to any reliable cover.
Gwenna and Annick were good scouts, but Valyn wanted the group holed up
in a full defensive position before the darkness thickened further. He could
see and move well enough in full darkness—in fact, it gave him a distinct
advantage—but the other members of his Wing hadn’t reaped quite the same
benefit from their own time in Hull’s Hole, and the rest of the party, the ones
who weren’t Kettral, would be essentially blind.

“Fine. We can talk about it later. Right now,” he pointed to the cliff face,
“we’re going inside and up, someplace in front, with windows; I want to be
able to keep eyes on the valley.”



Laith raised an eyebrow, then jerked a thumb at Tan. “This guy says the
city’s older than dirt and you want to set up camp in a crumbling cliff? What
about something less likely to fall on our heads?”

“I want the high ground,” Valyn replied.

“For what? Hunting rats?”

Valyn bit back a sharp retort. “Yes, for hunting rats. It’s a cliff, Laith.
Cliffs don’t just fall over.”

The flier gestured to the scree scattered across the valley floor, some
boulders the size of small houses.

“The cliff is sound,” Tan said. “And the kenta is inside.” As if that settled
the whole matter.

“That’s what we came for,” Valyn said. “Now move. Light’s wasting and
we’re standing out here like geese.”

The Kettral set out at a light jog, while Pyrre and the monks fell in a few
steps behind. Valyn had crossed half the distance before he realized that
Triste wasn’t following. She still stood in the broad, grassy clearing, staring
around, eyes wide as lanterns in the crepuscular light, the too-large clothes
clutched tight about her in one hand.

“Triste,” Valyn called. “Let’s go.”

She seemed not to have heard him, and he turned back, cursing beneath
his breath. It was bad enough when his own Wing questioned his decisions—
at least they were capable fighters and good tactical thinkers—but if he had to
play wet nurse to this girl all the way back to Annur ... The thought
evaporated as she turned to face him, face baffled, as though lost in the slow
depths of dream.

“Triste,” he said, studying her. “Triste.”

Finally she focused on him. Tears welled in her eyes, catching the gold of
the fading light.

“Are you all right?” Valyn asked, putting a hand on her elbow.

She nodded, trembling. “Yes. I just ... I don’t know. It’s such a sad
place.”

“You’re cold. Tired. Let’s get inside.”

She hesitated, then turned toward the ancient city, allowing herself to be



led.
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From the outside, the cliff had appeared solid; the simple facade was chipped
and worn, whatever once shuttered the windows long gone to dust, but the
angles of the doorframe looked true, the crucial verticals more or less plumb.
As they stepped beneath the engraved lintel, however, Valyn could see that
here, too, time and decay had worked their quiet violence. Though the city’s
bones were bedrock, the chiseling and carving of the builders had allowed in
both the wind and the water. Small rivulets spilled over the rock, draining
from some impossible height. The water ran cold and clear now, but in the
winter it would freeze, and centuries of ice had shattered whole sections of
stone, prizing them from the walls and ceiling. A rock the size of a horse
blocked part of the passage, while smaller chunks made the footing
treacherous.

Valyn pushed deeper into the cave, the smell of damp stone and lichen
filling his nostrils. After twenty claustrophobic paces guarded by arrow loops
and murder holes, the corridor opened out into a high, wide space—half
natural cavern, half carved—evidently an entrance hall of sorts. Recessed
sconces for torches grooved the walls, and a wide basin, cracked but graceful,
sat in the center. It must have been welcoming once, if not exactly grand, but
now it felt empty, cold, and too large to easily defend.

Doorways radiated outward, black rectangles in the lesser gloom, while
wide stone stairs rose along the walls on each side. One route looked as likely
as the other, and Valyn turned to Tan.

“Which way?”

No one replied.

“You all might enjoy sightseeing,” Valyn went on after a moment,
glancing over at the others, “but there are a dozen doors off this hall, and we
don’t have the people to guard them or the tools to seal them up. So, if you’re
done admiring the architecture...”

“Valyn,” Kaden said finally. “Do you have some sort of light? I can
barely see my hand in front of my face in here.”



Valyn almost snapped something impatient about getting up higher before
they started worrying about lights, then realized that his brother wasn’t
exaggerating. To Valyn’s eyes the room was dim, shadowy, but perfectly
navigable. The others, however, were staring as though lost in utter darkness.
The slarn, he realized, a chill passing through him as he thought back to the
egg’s foul pitch thick in his throat.

“Sure,” he said, shoving aside the memory, sliding his tactical lantern
from his pack, kindling it, then holding it aloft. The chamber looked even
worse in the flickering light. Plaster had crumbled from the walls and ceiling,
littering the ground and exposing the rough faces of the stone beneath. A few
paces away, a section of floor had collapsed, yawning into the darkness of a
cellar beneath. Evidently the builders had dug down as well as burrowing up,
and the discovery that he stood atop a warren of rotten rock, the whole thing
undermined with tunnels, did nothing to improve Valyn’s mood.

It’s held together for thousands of years, he told himself. It’ll last another
night.

“There,” Tan said, pointing to the stairs on the left.

Valyn glanced at the monk, nodded, slipped one of his short blades from
its sheath, and started up.

The stairs climbed gracefully around the perimeter of the entrance hall,
and then, as they neared the ceiling, turned away from the room into a high,
narrow passage. Valyn slid to the side to let Tan lead, counting the floors as
they passed, trying to keep track of which way was out. The place reminded
him uncomfortably of Hull’s Hole, and though he didn’t mind the darkness,
all the winding back and forth, the rooms opening off to the sides, the
branching of the corridors, played tricks with his mind. After a while he lost
any sense of which doors led outward and which plunged deeper into the
earth. When they reached an open chamber from which new passageways
branched in all directions, he paused.

“I hope you know where you’re going, monk,” he said.

Kaden pointed. “Out is that way.”

“How do you know?”

His brother shrugged. “Old monk trick.”



“Tricks make me nervous,” Valyn replied, but Tan had already started
down the corridor.

“He is right,” the man said over his shoulder. “And we are close to the
kenta.”

As it turned out, the trick worked. After forty paces or so, they emerged
from the tunnel onto a huge ledge. Fifty paces above them the cliff wall
swept up and out in a smooth wave, a towering natural roof that would keep
off the worst of the weather while allowing light and air to fill the space.
After the cramped darkness inside the cliff, even the watery moonlight
seemed bright, too bright. Valyn crossed to the lip, where the remains of a
low wall protected against a fall of sixty or seventy paces. They had climbed
above the blackpines, high enough to see out over the entire valley. Valyn
watched the moonlight flicker like bright silver coins on the surface of the
river below. A gust of wind snatched at him, but he didn’t step back.

“There were benches,” Talal said. The leach had broken off from the
group to check the darker corners. “And fountains pouring straight out of the
cliff. The masonry is mostly worn away, but the water still flows.”

“They carved channels,” Triste pointed out, “and a pool.”

“Someone had a nice place here,” Laith said, gesturing to a large building
that stood at the far end of the ledge.

Unlike the tunnels and rooms through which they had climbed, the
structure was built rather than carved, a man-made fortress right on the cliff’s
edge. No, Valyn realized, examining the tall windows, the wide, empty door,
not a fortress. More like a palace. The building filled half the ledge,
stretching up four or five stories to where the roof almost touched the
sweeping expanse of granite above.

“Huge house,” the flier added, “and a private garden halfway up the
cliff.”

“Where’s the kenta?” Valyn asked, turning in a slow circle, uncertain
what he was looking for.

“Inside,” Tan said.

Valyn nodded. “Suits me. Let’s get inside.”

“I thought you wanted a view,” the flier grumbled.



“I want to look,” Valyn said, “not get looked at. The palace has windows.
The kenta is there. We set up shop in there.”

Even dilapidated, even crumbling, the inside of the structure lived up to
the promise of its setting. Unlike the hoarded warren of low halls and tunnels
below, the palace was high-ceilinged, the gracious windows admitting pools
of moonlight along with the cool night air. It wasn’t built for fortification, but
then, there wasn’t much need for fortification when you were seventy paces
up a sheer cliff.

“Up,” Tan said, gesturing to the wide central staircase with its crumbling
balustrade.

“I thought we were up,” Laith griped. “There’s such a thing as too much
elevation, you know.”

“And this from the Wing’s flier,” Gwenna said.

“What do you suppose this was?” Kaden asked, running a hand along the
stone.

Valyn shrugged. “King’s palace. Temple, maybe. Guild hall, if merchants
ran the city.”

To his surprise, Triste shook her head. “An orphanage,” she said quietly,
so quietly he wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly.

“An orphanage?” Pyrre asked. Ever since landing, the assassin had
seemed curious rather than concerned, but her hands didn’t stray far from the
pommels of her knives. “I wish the people where I grew up took such good
care of their orphans.”

Tan ignored the assassin, turning instead to Triste, his stare boring into
her. “How do you know that?”

She glanced at Kaden for support, then pointed back the way they had
come, to the doorway opening out onto the ledge. “Above the door. It’s
carved there. No one else saw?”

Valyn shook his head. He really didn’t give a shit if the place was a
warehouse or a whorehouse as long as it had good sight lines, redundant
exits, and enough life left not to collapse abruptly on their heads. Rampuri
Tan, however, had fixed the girl with that empty, unreadable stare of his.

“Show me,” he said.



“We’re going up,” Valyn said. “I want our perimeter established before
full dark.”

Tan turned to him. “Then establish it. The girl is coming with me.”

Valyn bit off a sharp retort. The monk wasn’t a part of his Wing, not
under his command. He could press the issue, but Rampuri Tan didn’t seem
the type to respond to pressure, and every minute spent arguing was a minute
of further vulnerability. Besides, there was something about the monk,
something dangerous in the way he held that strange spear of his, in the flat
calm of his stare. Valyn thought he could kill him if it came to blows, but he
didn’t see any reason to test the theory.

“All right,” he snapped. “I’ll cover you. Let’s get this done quickly.”

They found the inscription just where Triste said, the words pitted and
worn, half obscured by lichen. Valyn squinted at it, trying to make out the
lettering before realizing the language was unfamiliar. Linguistic training on
the Islands was extensive, but even the characters were alien—sharp and
angular, no loops or curves, a script designed to be gouged rather than
brushed. He glanced over at Triste, eyebrows raised. “You can read that?”

She was standing in the deep shadow, staring up at the lintel, shivering
with the sudden night chill. “I don’t...” She shook her head, then abruptly
nodded instead. “I guess.”

“What does it say?” Tan demanded.

She frowned, and for a moment Valyn thought she would admit that the
words were foreign after all. Then, haltingly at first, she spoke, her voice
oddly lilting and musical. “Ientain, na si-ientanin. Na si-andrellin, eiran.”

The phrases weren’t any more familiar than the shapes graven into the
stone, and Valyn glanced over at Tan. The monk’s face, as always, was
blank. Spending time around the Shin, Valyn was starting to realize how
much he relied on subtle emotional cues. Narrowed eyes, whitened knuckles,
tense shoulders—it was all a text he could read, one that signaled
belligerence or submission, rage or calm. The monks, however, and Tan in
particular, were blank pages, palimpsests scraped and scraped until they were
utterly empty, utterly clean.

“What does it mean?” Valyn asked, as much to break the brittle silence as



anything else.

Triste frowned, then translated, faltering only briefly. “A home for those
who have no home. For those who have no family, love.”

Pyrre had joined them as Triste spoke, and the assassin glanced up at the
words with pursed lips. “Would have saved some carving to just write
Orphanage. Better yet, Kids.”

“What language is it?” Valyn asked.

Triste hesitated, then shook her head.

“It is Csestriim,” Tan said finally. “More specifically, a dialect of the
Csestriim speech used by the early humans.”

Valyn raised an eyebrow. “The priestesses of Ciena learn Csestriim?”

Triste bit her lip. “I’'m not ... I suppose I did. There were a lot of
languages. The men ... they come from all over. All over the world.”

“You mean you studied up in case you were called upon to pleasure a
Csestriim?” Pyrre asked. “I’m impressed.”

“I wasn’t a leina,” Triste replied. “I wasn’t initiated....” She trailed off,
still staring at the words as though they were vipers.

“All right then,” Valyn said finally, “the language lesson has been fun.”
He glanced over the broad swath of stone, and the hair on his arms rose.

Across the ledge, a hundred paces from where he stood, inside the black
yawning doorway through which they had first emerged from the cliff: a
flicker of motion. No light, no noise, just a silent shape sliding across the
darkness, gone so fast he couldn’t even be certain it was real. It could have
been anything, a leaf caught in the night breeze, a fragment of cloth flapping.
But there is no cloth here, he reminded himself. Gwenna and Annick had said
as much. Only the hard things. Only the bones.

There were animals in the Bone Mountains, crag cats, bears, plenty of
smaller, less dangerous creatures. Something might have found a convenient
lair inside the cliff. Something might have followed them in. In either case,
they were vulnerable standing in the entrance to the orphanage, silhouetted
by the light of their lantern. Jumping at shadows was a good way to make
mistakes, but so was standing around out in the open.

“Upstairs,” he said. “Laith and Gwenna, check the first floors. Talal,



Annick, those above. Gwenna, rig the whole place.”
He glanced over his shoulder once more, to where he’d seen the motion.
Nothing. The night was still, silent. Valyn turned back to the group. “Now.”



Adare spent the better part of the morning hunched beneath a bridge, pressed
up against the stone pilings, teeth chattering in the brisk spring breeze, limbs
trembling beneath her sodden wool robe, hair damp and cold on her nape,
despite having wrung it out a dozen times over. She would have dried more
quickly in the sun, but she couldn’t leave the shadows until she was dry. A
drenched woman wandering the streets would draw attention, and when
Fulton and Birch came looking, she didn’t want anyone to remember her
passage.

Worse than the cold was the waiting. Every minute she waited was
another minute during which the Aedolians could organize their pursuit,
pursuit she was ill equipped to handle. How long did wool take to dry? She
had no idea. Every morning of her life, a slave had arrived with freshly
laundered clothes, and every evening that same slave had removed the dirty
garments. For all Adare knew, she could be crouched beneath the bridge all
day, shivering, waiting.

She bit her lip. That wasn’t an option. By the time night fell, Aedolians
would be scouring both banks of the Chute, searching for exit points, hunting
beneath bridges. She needed to be well away by nightfall, by noon, and yet
there was no way to wish the cloth dry. Instead, as she trembled and
crouched, she tried to think through the next few hours, to anticipate the
difficulties in her plan, the flaws.

Difficulties weren’t hard to come by. First, she had to find a route to the
Godsway that wouldn’t get her beaten, robbed, or raped. She risked a glimpse
out from beneath the bridge. It was impossible to say how far the current had



carried her or where, exactly, she’d finally managed to claw her way out of
the water, but the leaning tenements, the narrow streets, the stench of offal
and rotten food, suggested one of the city’s slums, maybe even the Perfumed
Quarter. Somewhere in the near distance she could hear a woman and man
shouting at each other, one voice high and biting, the other a ponderous growl
of rage. Something heavy smashed into a wall, shattering into pieces, and the
voices fell silent. Nearer at hand a dog barked over and over and over.

With numb fingers, Adare slipped the damp blindfold from the pocket of
her dress. She tied it in place. In the deep shadow of the bridge she couldn’t
see much—her own hand when she waved it in front of her face, sunlight
reflecting off the water of the canal before it slid beneath the stone arch, the
vague shapes of rotted pilings. She’d known the cloth would hinder her
ability to see, but she hadn’t remembered it being quite so bad when she’d
practiced in the privacy of her chamber. After fiddling with it for a while,
twisting it this way and that, she pulled it off entirely, untied it, then started
the whole process over again.

If the blindfold slipped down, she was dead. If it came untied, she was
dead. While the shadows of the tenements retreated across the canal she
toyed with the cloth over and over until there was nothing left to adjust. It
wasn’t great, but she could live with it. Would have to live with it. She tested
the wool of her dress with a tentative hand. It was still damp, but not sopping
wet. There was a tenuous line between prudence and cowardice, and Adare
felt herself edging toward it.

“Get up,” she muttered at herself. “Get out. It’s time.”

The bridge was empty when she emerged from beneath it, and Adare let
out a sigh of relief when she realized that the only people in sight were two
women twenty paces down the road, one hauling a large bucket, the other
bent beneath the weight of a shapeless sack tossed across one shoulder. Even
better, in the full light of the sun, she could actually see that they were
women through the cloth, though the details were hazy. The Chute had
carried her west, which meant the Temple of Light lay somewhere to the
north. Adare glanced behind her once more, hesitated, then stepped down
from the bridge.



All the streets around the Dawn Palace were paved. Some, like the
Godsway, were built of massive limestone flags, each the size of a wagon,
every single one replaced every twenty years as wheels and weather pitted the
surface. Others were cobbled more simply, with brick or uneven stone, open
gutters running on either side. Never, though, had Adare walked a street
without any paving at all, without gutters or culverts to siphon away the
runoff, and she froze as her foot plunged up past the ankle in mud. She hoped
it was only mud, though the stench suggested something more foul.

She yanked her foot free. Then, gritting her teeth, she set out again,
stepping gingerly, trying to choose the firmest, highest ground, to avoid the
troughs and ruts. It was slow going, but she’d managed to keep her boots on,
to make her way steadily in the direction she desperately hoped was north,
when laughter from behind made her turn.

“Y’aren’t gettin’ yer boots dirty, are ya?”

While she’d been picking and choosing her steps, hitching her dress up to
keep it clear of the mire, two young men had come up behind her, plodding
through the muck. They were barefoot, she realized when they drew close
enough to see, indifferent to the splashing and splattering along the ragged
hems of their pants. One carried a canal hook casually over his shoulder, the
other a rough basket. Canal rats, Adare realized.

There was a living to be made—a meager one—Iloitering on Annur’s
bridges, plucking from the current whatever detritus floated beneath. Adare
had grown up on children’s tales of Emmiel the Beggar Lord, who dredged a
chest of gems from the waters and found himself the richest man in Annur.
These two seemed not to have had Emmiel’s luck. The basket was empty,
and judging from their gaunt cheeks, it had been empty for a while.

The youth with the hook gestured at her. He had short hair and a pointed
weasel’s face. A sly smile. Adare felt her stomach clench.

“I said, y’aren’t gettin’ yer boots dirty, are ya?” He paused, noticing her
blindfold for the first time. “What’s wrong with yer eyes?”

Had Adare not rehearsed the response a hundred times she would have
stood there stupidly, her mouth hanging open. Instead, she managed to
mutter, “River blindness.”



“River blindness?” The hook-holder glanced at his companion, a short,
pimpled youth with a gourd for a head. Gourd studied her a moment, then
spat into the mud.

“River blindness?” the first young man said, turning back to her.

Adare nodded.

He swung the canal hook down from his shoulder, waving it back and
forth before her eyes. “Can ya see that?” he demanded. “Whatta ya see?”

“I can see,” Adare replied, “but the light hurts.”

She turned away, hoping they would leave it at that, managed five steps
before she felt the hook snag her dress, pulling her up short.

“Hold on, hold on!” the one with the hook said, tugging her back, forcing
her to turn. “What kinda boys would we be if we let a nice lady like you get
’er boots dirty? A poor blind lady?”

“I’m not really blind,” Adare said, trying to disentangle the hook from the
cloth. “I’m all right.”

“Please,” he insisted, waving his compatriot over. “We’ve no
employment t’trouble us for the moment. Let us help you at least as far as
Dellen’s Square. The road gets better there.”

“I couldn’t.”

“The basket,” he pressed, gesturing toward the wicker basket. It was wide
as her circled arms, large enough to hold almost anything they might haul
from the canal, and fitted with heavy wooden handles. “Sit yer ass right there
and let Orren and me carry ya.”

Adare hesitated. The two youths frightened her, but then, she was quickly
discovering that everything outside the confines of the red walls frightened
her: the canal, the narrow streets, the shouts and slamming doors, the people
with their hard, defiant eyes. The whole *Kent-kissing world was turning out
to be terrifying, but every Annurian citizen couldn’t be a robber or a rapist.
The rich, she reminded herself, did not have a monopoly on decency. She
tried to think about the picture she presented: a mud-smeared young woman
suffering from a strange sort of blindness, navigating a particularly
treacherous street. Maybe they just wanted to help.

“C’mon,” the youth pressed. “Skinny thing like you can’t weigh but a few



pounds.”

He gestured to the basket again.

Adare took a deep breath and nodded. Maybe they wanted to help her out
of simple kindness, but more likely they were hoping for a few copper suns
when they reached the square, something to mitigate their failure at the
canals. Palanquins were ubiquitous in the city, and what was the basket but a
poor-man’s palanquin? She felt surreptitiously for the purse secreted inside
the dress. If they expected coin, she had enough to pay them a thousand times
over. Besides, her legs were trembling after the effort of fleeing her guard,
swimming the river, then crouching cold beneath the bridge. It would feel
good to be carried again, if only a short distance.

“All right,” she said. “Just as far as the square. I appreciate your
kindness.”

The youth with the hook winked, gesturing toward the basket once more.

Adare took two steps toward it when a new voice brought her up short.

“Unless I’ve forgotten my geography, this isn’t your turf, Willet. Last
time I checked, you worked the streets south of Fink’s Crossing.”

She looked up to find the speaker watching her from the intersection a
few paces distant. She couldn’t be sure through the blindfold, but he looked
older than the canal rats, maybe ten years older than Adare herself, tall,
rangy, and handsome in a rough sort of way. She squinted, eyes adjusting to
the shadow. The man’s deep-set eyes, the lines stamped into his forehead
beneath his short-cropped hair, made him look worried, even severe. He had
a large soldier’s pack on his back, though he wore no obvious uniform, just
leather and wool. It was the sword hanging from his hip that drew Adare’s
eye.

The youth with the hook paused, then spread his hands. “Lehav. Been a
while. We was just doin’ the lady a good turn, carryin’ her to Dellen’s
Square....”

“A good turn,” Lehav replied. “Is that what you call it now?”

Adare hesitated, then backed away from the basket and the soldier both.
She had no idea where Fink’s Crossing was, but she understood the talk of
geography and turf well enough. She was somewhere she didn’t belong, and



the arrival of the soldier, this coded exchange, the way that he looked at her
with those hooded eyes, put her even more on edge.

“Just helping,” Willet said, nodding. “Nothing to do with you, Lehav.”

The soldier eyed her for a long moment, looked her up and down as
though she were a slave for sale on the blocks, then shrugged again.

“I suppose it’s not,” he said, then turned to the rats. “But remember: if
Old Jake finds you working his streets, someone will be using that hook to
fish your corpses out of the canal.”

He started to turn, but Adare flung out a hand.

“Wait!”

The soldier paused, glanced back over his shoulder.

She scrambled to think of something to say. “They’re going to rob me.”

He nodded. “That’s correct.”

His indifference took her aback. “You have to help me.”

“No,” he said, shaking his head evenly, “I don’t. You’ll be all right—
these two will take your coin, but they’ll leave everything else intact.” He
glanced over at the rats. “You haven’t turned rapists in the last few years,
have you?”

Orren spat into the mud, then spoke for the first time. “No business of
yours if we did.”

“No,” Willet said, cutting off his companion, raising his hands in a
conciliatory gesture. “’Course not, Lehav. We got sisters. Just gonna take the
nice lady’s purse and see ’er on ’er way.”

Lehav nodded, turned back to Adare. “You’re lucky. If it were Old Jake’s
men found you...” He raised an eyebrow. “Safe to say the result wouldn’t be
pretty.”

Adare was shaking now, her breath hot and ragged in her lungs. She felt
suddenly trapped, vulnerable, her feet sunk in the mud, dress hitched up
around her thighs. Annur had thousands of guardsmen responsible for
keeping the peace, for stopping just this sort of thing. The Dawn Palace spent
tens of thousands of suns on them each year. You couldn’t stroll fifty paces
through the Graves or the High Bluffs without seeing them walking in pairs,
armor shining, keeping the Emperor’s peace. But then, this wasn’t the



Graves.

“Wait,” she said, glancing desperately at Lehav’s sword. “You’re a
soldier. You’re a soldier. From the legions. You swore an oath to protect the
citizens of Annur.”

Lehav’s expression hardened. “I’d advise you not to instruct me in the
matter of my own oaths. I left the legions years ago. Found a purer cause.”

Adare glanced over her shoulder. Willet had his eyes fixed on Lehav, but
Orren was looking straight at her, the gash of his mouth twisted in a cruel
smile. The soldier and his callous indifference frightened her, but he, at least,
had shown no desire to do her harm. There were no guardsmen on the narrow
street, no saviors. If she couldn’t convince Lehav to help her, there would be
no help. The man knew the canal rats, but he wasn’t friends with them, that
much was clear. If she could only figure out where to drive the wedge. Her
mind scrambled, her thoughts numb and clumsy with fear.

“That’s right, Lehav,” Willet was saying. “You don’t wanna be wastin’
your time down here jawin’ with the likes of us. You got outta this shit trap,
remember?”

The soldier shook his head. “Sometimes I’m not sure.” He pursed his lips,
glanced at the muddy road, the rotting boards facing the buildings, the thin
strip of sky. “This whole city is rotten,” he said, more to himself than anyone
else. “This whole empire.” After a long pause he shook his head again and
turned away. “So long, Willet. Orren.”

Adare’s heart seized. Her tongue felt like leather in her mouth.

Willet smiled a wide grin, obviously relieved. “See ya someday, Lehav.”

“No, you won’t,” the soldier replied.

And then, as when a scattering of individual stones on the ko board
resolved themselves into a pattern, Adare understood: a soldier, a “purer
cause,” someone who got out, who wasn’t coming back, a man with a sword
on his hip but a large pack on his back.

“Please,” she blurted desperately, “in Intarra’s name, I’'m begging you.”

Once again Lehav stopped, turned, fixed her with an unreadable stare.

“What is the goddess to you?”

Yes, Adare thought inwardly, relief and triumph flooding her. It wasn’t



done yet, but she could see the path.

“She is the light that guides me,” she began, intoning an old prayer, “the
fire that warms my face, a spark in the darkness.”

“Is she.” The soldier’s voice was flat.

“I’m a pilgrim,” Adare insisted. “I’m going now, to the Temple of Light,
to join the pilgrimage. I’'m leaving Annur for Olon.”

Willet shifted uncomfortably at her side. “Don’t worry about it, Lehav.”

The soldier frowned. “I think I might worry about it, in fact.” He turned to
Adare once more. “You don’t wear a pilgrim’s robes.”

“Neither do you,” she pointed out. “I’m going to buy them. Today. On the
Godsway.”

“She’s lyin’,” Orren snarled. “The bitch is lyin’. She’s got nuthin’. No
pack. Nuthin’.”

Now that Adare was into the lie the words tumbled from her lips.

“I couldn’t bring anything, not without my family knowing. I had to
sneak out in the night.”

“What are you doing here?” Lehav asked. “In this part of town?”

“I got lost,” Adare sobbed. She didn’t need to simulate the tears. “I was
trying to get to the Godsway by dawn, but got lost in the night.”

“Just let ’er go,” Orren growled. “Just keep walkin’.”

The soldier looked up at the narrow strip of sky between the dilapidated
buildings as though weary with the whole scene, the rats, the mud, the stench.

Please, Adare begged silently. Her legs shook beneath her as though
palsied. She wanted to run, but knew she wouldn’t make it a dozen paces in
the mud. Please.

“No,” he replied finally. “I don’t think I will keep walking.” His thumbs
remained casually tucked into the straps of his pack. He didn’t so much as
look at his sword.

“Might be we’ll kill you, too, then,” Orren said. “Might be we’ll kill you
both.”

“It is certainly your right to try.”

Willet’s face had gone white and frightened. He tightened his grip on the
hook, shifted back and forth uneasily in the mud while his companion sidled



forward, a knife held before him, tongue flicking anxiously between his lips.
Lehav unclasped his hands and set one palm silently on the pommel of his
sword.

Later, when Adare had a chance to think back on the moment, it would
occur to her that it was the simplicity of the gesture, the utter lack of
bombast, that decided things. Had he taunted the other two, had he threatened
them or warned them away, the scene might have ended differently. The
absolute stillness of that hand on the well-worn pommel, however, the total
economy of movement, suggested an unwillingness to do anything but fight,
kill.

A long moment passed, heartbeat after hammering heartbeat. Then Orren
spat into the mud, his thick face twisted with anger and fear.

“Ah, fuck this,” he muttered, shaking his head, turning back toward the
bridge.

Willet hesitated a moment, then wheeled to face Adare, shoving her
viciously back into the mud.

“Ya miserable cunt,” he snarled. Then, with a glance over his shoulder, he
fled in the wake of his companion.

Lehav considered her where she lay sprawled in the mud. He made no
move to help her up.

“Thank you,” Adare said, forcing herself to her knees, then hauling
herself out of the filth, wiping her hands ineffectually on her dress. “In the
name of the goddess, thank you.”

“If you are lying,” the soldier replied, “if you are not a pilgrim, if you
have used Intarra’s sacred name for your own advantage, I will take your
coin myself and make a special trip on my way out of the city, a trip right
back to this very spot, to leave you for Willet and Orren.”



The bones spoke clearly enough. Skeletons littered the wide hallways and
narrow rooms of the orphanage, skeletons of children, hundreds and
hundreds, some on the cusp of adulthood, others no more than infants, their
ribs narrower than Kaden’s fingers. The grinding passage of years had
dismembered most, but enough of the tiny forms remained intact—huddled in
corners, collapsed in hallways, clutching one another beneath the stairs—to
speak of some horror sweeping down upon them, sudden and unimagined.

Kaden had tried to ask Tan about the city, but Valyn was pushing hard for
them to get upstairs, and the older monk, after the strange diversion at the
entrance, seemed just as determined to reach the topmost floor and the kenta
that waited there. When Kaden posed a question as they climbed, Tan had
turned that implacable glare upon him.

“Focus on the present,” he’d said, “or join the past.”

Kaden tried to follow the advice as they mounted the stairs, tried to watch
for hidden dangers and unexpected threats, to float on the moment like a leaf
on a stream, but his eyes kept drifting back to the skeletons.

Half-remembered stories of the Atmani bubbled up in his mind, of the
bright empire founded by the leach-lords, then shattered by their insanity and
greed. According to the tales, they had razed entire cities as they descended
into madness, but if Kaden’s childhood memories served, their empire had
been almost entirely confined to Eridroa. It hadn’t come within a thousand
miles of the Bone Mountains, and besides, the Atmani had ruled millennia
after the Csestriim. He stepped over another sprawled skeleton, staring at the
tiny, grasping hands.



It could have been a sickness, he told himself, some sort of plague.

Only, victims of plague did not retreat into closets or try to barricade
doors. Victims of plague did not have their small skulls hacked in two. The
bones were ancient, but as Kaden stepped over skeleton after skeleton, he
could read the story. There had been no attempt to move the bodies, no effort
to lay them out for burning and burial as one would expect if anyone had
survived the slaughter. Even across the still chasm of time, he could read the
shock and panic of the dead.

The memory of Pater filled his mind, of the small boy held aloft in Ut’s
armored fist, calling out for Kaden to flee even as the Aedolian’s broadblade
cut the life from him. Kaden’s jaw ached, and he realized he was clenching it.
He drained the tension into his lungs, breathed it out with his next breath, and
replaced the awful image of Pater’s death with memories of the boy as he had
been in life—darting through the rocks around Ashk’lan’s refectory, diving
into Umber’s Pool and coming up sputtering. He allowed the scenes to play
across his memory for a while, then extinguished them, returning his
attention to the flickering light of the lantern where it slid across the
crumbling walls and brittle bones.

Fortunately, Valyn and Tan agreed on their ultimate destination—the top
floor of the orphanage—though they had different reasons for their urgency.
Valyn seemed to think it would make for the best defensive position, but it
was also, according to the monk, where they would find the kenta. Kaden
didn’t much care why they agreed just so long as he didn’t have to pull on his
imperial mantle to adjudicate another dispute. He was exhausted—exhausted
from running, from fighting, from flying, and something about this dead city
weighed on him. He was curious about the kenta, curious about whatever
history Tan finally decided to provide for the place, but at the moment he was
content to stump along behind as they wound their way up the wide staircase.

The four members of Valyn’s Wing caught up with them in the central
corridor of the topmost story. All had weapons drawn.

“Threats?” Valyn asked, glancing over his shoulder. There was something
tight and urgent in his voice.

“Depends what you mean by ‘threat,

 »

the flier replied. Laith reminded



Kaden of Akiil—the irreverence, even the grin. “I saw a rat the size of
Annick. Not that Annick’s very big, but still...”

“The whole place is about to fall over,” Gwenna said, cutting through
Laith’s words.

“Tonight?” Valyn asked.

She scowled, though whether at Valyn or the building itself, Kaden
couldn’t say. “Probably not tonight,” she conceded finally.

“Provided no one jumps up and down,” Laith added.

“Or descends the stairs,” the Wing’s leach added.

“What’s wrong with the stairs?” Kaden asked.

“I rigged the last flight on the way up,” Gwenna replied, smiling grimly.
“Two flickwicks and a modified starshatter. Anything tries to come up, we’re
going to need a broom to sweep up what’s left of the bodies.”

“Was that wise?” Kaden asked, glancing around at the gaping cracks in
the masonry.

“Look...” Gwenna began, raising a finger.

“Gwenna,” Valyn growled. “You are speaking to the Emperor.”

For a moment it seemed as though the girl was going to bull ahead despite
the warning, but finally she pulled back the accusatory finger, twisting the
gesture into a half salute. “Well, tell the Emperor,” she said, turning to
Valyn, “that if he’ll manage the emperoring, I’'ll take care of the
demolitions.”

Valyn tensed, but Kaden put a hand on his shoulder. It was hard to know
just how fiercely to assert his new title and authority. Clearly, he would never
convince Annur of his legitimacy if a handful of soldiers led by his own
brother treated him with contempt. On the other hand, he was, aside from
Triste, the least capable member of their small group. The fact galled him, but
it was there all the same. Before people saw him as an emperor, he would
have to act as an emperor. He had little enough idea how to manage that, but
it didn’t seem as though pitching a fit in a hallway would be a step in the
right direction.

“You have a deal,” he said, nodding to Gwenna. “I’'ll stay out of your
way, but maybe when we’re settled you could explain something about your



munitions; normally I’d stick to emperoring, but there doesn’t seem to be all
that much here that needs my attention.”

The woman narrowed her eyes, as though she suspected a joke, but when
Kaden held her gaze she finally snorted something that might have been a
laugh.

“I can show you something,” she said. “Enough you don’t blow us all up.
You couldn’t be much worse at it than your brother,” she added, jerking her
head at Valyn.

Kaden smiled.

“Thanks for the confidence, Gwenna,” Valyn said. “Anything else to
report from down below? Anything moving?”

“Aside from Annick’s rat sibling?” Laith replied. “Not a thing.”

Valyn’s shoulders relaxed fractionally.

“All right. Everyone to the front of the building except Laith. You check
all the empty rooms on this floor.”

“For more rats?” the flier asked.

“Yes,” Valyn replied, voice hardening. “For more rats.”

k kK

The room fronting the top story was larger than the rest, spanning the full
width of the building and opening through several tall windows out onto the
night. Wide hearths stood at either end, though they were choked by debris
that had fallen from the chimneys above, plaster and chunks of stone spilling
out onto the floor. Wind and weather had torn away a corner of the roof—
Kaden could make out the great sweep of the cliff a few paces above—and
night air gusted through the gap, chill and sharp.

For a moment he stared around in perplexity, searching for the kenta. He
had formed an image in his head of something massive, grand, like the
Godsgate of the Dawn Palace—marble, maybe, or polished bloodstone, or
onyx—but nothing massive or magnificent waited in the middle of the room.
He squinted in the meager lamplight. Nothing at all stood in the middle of the
room.

“Talal,” Valyn said, gesturing curtly, “center window. I want eyes on the



ledge before full dark. Gwenna, see what you can do about rigging a chunk of
this floor to drop out.”

“I could kick a hole in the ’Kent-kissing floor,” the woman replied,
digging at the crumbling mortar with her boot, “and you want me to rig it? I
seem to remember someone back at the Eyrie teaching us something about
not sleeping on top of our own explosives.”

Valyn turned to face his demolitions master. His jaw was tight, but his
voice level when he responded. “And I remember something about having
two ways out of any defensive position. You rigged the stairs, which keeps
the bad guys out, which is good. It also keeps us in, which is less good.”

“If they can’t get in, why do we need to get out?”

“Gwenna,” Valyn said, pointing at the floor, “just do it. If you blow us all
up, I’ll make sure I don’t die until you have a chance to punch me.”

“Yes, Oh Light of the Empire,” she said, bowing to Valyn as she yanked
the charges out of her pack. “At once, My Noble Leader.” The words were
sharp, but Kaden noticed some of the acid had gone out of her challenge. The
whole thing sounded like sparring now, rather than actual fighting.

Valyn shook his head. “You can’t pull that shit anymore, Gwenna,” he
said, jerking a thumb at Kaden. “He’s the Light of the Empire. We’re just
here to make sure no one puts him out. Speaking of which,” he went on,
turning to Tan and spreading his hands, “where’s the gate?”

Tan gestured toward the wall. Kaden squinted, then took a few steps
closer. The kenta was there, he realized, almost as tall as the ceiling, but built,
if built was the right word, flush with the masonry behind it. The arch was
surprisingly slender, no more than a hand’s width in diameter, and made of
something Kaden had never seen, a smooth gray substance that might have
been part steel, part stone. The graceful span looked spun rather than carved,
and the light came off of it strangely, as though it were illuminated, not by
Valyn’s lantern, but some other, invisible source.

“What is the point,” Valyn asked, “of building a gate right into a wall?”

“The other side is not the wall,” Tan replied. “It is not here.”

“That clarifies a lot,” Valyn said, stooping to pick up a chunk of stone. He
bounced it on his hand a few times, then tossed it underhand toward the



kenta. It flipped lazily end over end and then, just as it passed beneath the
arch ... ceased.

Kaden could think of no other word to describe the passage. There was no
splash, no echo, no sudden winking out. He knew what to expect, but some
part of his mind, something deeper and older than rational thought, quailed at
the sight of something, a hard, real part of the world, becoming nothing.

If Valyn was discomfited, he didn’t show it. “Looks like it works.”

Tan ignored him. He had acquired a lantern of his own from one of the
Kettral, and was holding it aloft, running a finger along the outside of the
arch slowly, as though searching for cracks.

“Where did it go?” Valyn asked.

“Nowhere,” the older monk replied.

“How useful.”

“The Blank God claimed it,” Kaden said, shaking his head. “The stone is
nothing now, nowhere.” And pretty soon, he reminded himself silently, a chill
spreading through him, I’'m going to be following that stone.

“What would happen if I jumped in?”

“Nothing.”

“Doesn’t sound so bad.”

“Then you fail to appreciate nothingness,” Tan replied, straightening from
his examination of the ground in front of the gate. “It is clean on this side.”

“Clean?” Kaden asked.

The monk turned to him. “Like all gates, the kenta can be blocked or
barbed. Since those of us who step through are forced to step through blind,
there is a danger.”

“Ambush,” Valyn said, nodding. “Makes sense. You want to set a trap,
you do it at a choke point.”

“But who would be setting traps?” Kaden asked. “Only a few people even
know they exist.”

“Few is not none,” Tan replied, turning to the gate. “I will check the other
side.”

“Is that safe?” Valyn asked, shaking his head.

“No. But it is necessary. If I do not return before the Bear Star rises, the



kenta is compromised. Abandon this course, and quickly.”

Kaden nodded. He wanted to ask more, about the gates, the traps, about
the strange city in which they found themselves, a city that appeared on no
maps, but Tan’s eyes had already emptied, and before Kaden could speak, the
older monk was stepping through the kenta.

For a few heartbeats after he disappeared no one spoke. Wind whipped
through the holes in the ceiling, chasing dust and dirt across the uneven floor.
Kaden stared at the gate, forcing his heart to beat slowly, steadily.

Pyrre raised an eyebrow finally. “That was interesting.” The Skullsworn
had been making a slow circuit of the room, peering up the chimneys,
examining the masonry, running her fingers along the window casings. She
paused to consider the gate. “I can’t imagine my god approves.”

“Why not?” Kaden asked. “Dead is dead.”

She smiled. “But it makes a difference who does the killing.”

Valyn ignored the conversation, gesturing instead to the spot where Tan
had disappeared. “We’ve got some real bastards back on the Islands, but that
guy...” He shook his head, turning to Kaden. “I’ve just got to say it one more
time: riding a bird sure has its risks, but it seems ten times safer than that
thing.”

“That thing,” Kaden said again, trying to force some confidence into his
voice, “is what I trained for.” If he couldn’t use the kenta, then all his years
with the Shin had been for nothing. His father had used the gates; all the
Malkeenian emperors used the gates. If he failed here, well, maybe he wasn’t
cut from the right cloth. “I have few enough advantages as it is,” he added. “I
can’t afford to go tossing them away.”

Worry creased Valyn’s brow, but after a moment he nodded, then turned
to Talal.

“What’s happening on the ledge?”

“Night,” the leach replied. “Wind.”

Valyn crossed to the window, glanced out, then turned back, scanning the
room.

“All right, we’re not going to be here long—one night for everyone to rest
up. The monks leave in the morning. We’re gone right after them, hopefully



before dawn. In the meantime, let’s do what we can to button the place up.”

The sniper glanced skeptically at the gaping windows, at the hole in the
roof. “Unlikely,” she said.

“I don’t love it either,” Valyn said. “But it’s the best defensive position
we’ve got and we do need rest, all of us. I want crossed cord on each
window, and while we’re at it, a belled horizon line straight across the
outside face of the building....”

“That’s you, Annick,” Gwenna said. “I’m not climbing around on the
wall of this wreck.”

“How’s the cord supposed to protect us?” Kaden asked.

“It doesn’t,” Valyn replied. “Not really. But if someone climbing trips the
bells, we’ll know they’re here, and the cord on the window will slow them
down.”

Kaden crossed to the window and leaned out. He couldn’t see much in the
darkness, but the wall of the orphanage dropped away forty feet or so to the
broad ledge below. The masonry was crumbling, leaving gaps between the
stones, but it hardly looked like something a human being could climb.

Annick studied Valyn for a heartbeat or two, then nodded, slipping out
the window. If she felt uncomfortable hanging from her fingertips while
standing on the tiny ledges, she didn’t show it. In fact, she moved smoothly
and efficiently over the stone, pausing every so often to free a hand and spool
out the cord, then moving on. It was a simple solution, almost laughably
simple, but when she was finished, Kaden could see how the thin line might
tangle a climber or provide some warning.

“If it’s other Kettral who are after us,” Annick observed, dusting off her
hands and reclaiming her bow from where it leaned against the wall, “they’ll
expect the cord.”

Valyn nodded. “They’ll expect everything we do. That’s no reason to
make it easier on them.”

“The sturdiest section of floor is over there,” Gwenna said, gesturing
without looking up from her work stringing charges. “If you’re going to
hunker down in one spot, that’s where I’d do it.”

Annick crossed to the area the demolitions master had indicated, then



nudged at a pile of debris with the toe of her boot.

“Anything interesting?” Valyn asked.

“More bones,” she replied.

He shook his head. “Any sense of what killed these poor bastards?”

The sniper knelt, running a finger along the pitted surfaces.

“Stabbed,” she replied after a moment. “Blade nicked the third and fourth
ribs in each case, probably ruptured the heart.”

She might have been talking about shearing goats, those blue eyes of hers
glacially cold in the dim lamplight. Kaden watched as she went about her
work, trying to read her curt movements, to see the sniper’s mind in the
constant sweep of her gaze, in her tendons as they flexed with the motion of
her wrists, in the angle of her head as she turned from one rib cage to the
next. What did she think, looking at those old, brittle bones? What did she
feel?

The monks had taught Kaden to observe—he could paint any member of
his brother’s Wing with his eyes closed—but to understand, that was another
matter. After so many years surrounded by the stone of the mountains and by
men who might have been carved from that stone, he had little sense of how
to translate words and actions into emotions; no idea, even, if his own
attenuated emotions bore any resemblance to those of others.

He still felt fear, and hope, and despair, but the sudden arrival of the
Aedolians and Kettral, the arrival of people who were not Shin, made him
realize just how far he had traveled along the monks’ path, how fully, in the
course of those long, cold mountain years, he had filed smooth his own
feelings. He was Emperor now—or would be if he survived—the ostensible
leader of millions, and yet all those millions were animated by feelings he
could no longer understand.

“What about down below?” Valyn asked, jerking a thumb back over his
shoulder.

“Same,” Annick replied. “Most of the bones have gone to dust, but it’s
clear enough what happened. Quick work, efficient—no cuts to the arms or
legs, no doubling up, every strike a kill. Whoever did this, they were good.”

She rose to her feet and shrugged as though that settled the matter.



Triste, however, was standing a few paces away, mouth open, staring. She
had been silent since reading the script on the lintel, lost in her own thoughts
or exhaustion as she followed the rest of the group up the stairs and down the
long hallway. Annick’s words seemed to jar her back into the present.

“Good?” she asked, her voice cracking as she spoke. “Good? What about
this is good?” She spread her hands helplessly, gesturing to the small skulls,
to the gaping doors leading back the way they had come. “Who would
murder children?”

“Someone thorough,” Pyrre observed. The assassin was leaning against
one of the window frames, arms crossed, tapping her foot idly, as though
waiting for the rest of them to quit dithering.

“Thorough?” Triste demanded, aghast. “Someone goes through an
orphanage stabbing kids in their sleep and you call it good? You call it
thorough?”

Annick ignored the outburst, but Valyn put a hand on Triste’s shoulder.
“Annick was just making a professional assessment,” he began. “She doesn’t
mean that it was good....”

“Oh, a professional assessment,” Triste spat, shrugging away from
Valyn’s touch. She was trembling, slender hands clenching and unclenching.
“They murdered all these children and you want to make a professional
assessment.”

“It’s what we do,” Valyn said. His voice was level, but something raw
and untrammeled ran beneath those words, something savage kept savagely
in check. His irises swallowed the light. “It’s how we stay alive.”

“But we could sing dirges,” Pyrre suggested. The assassin held a perfectly
straight face, but amusement ghosted around her eyes. “Would you like to
sing a dirge, Triste? Or maybe we could all just link hands and cry.”

Triste locked eyes with the older woman, and, to Kaden’s surprise,
managed to hold the gaze.

“You’re loathsome,” she said finally, casting her glance over Annick,
Valyn, and the rest. “Skullsworn, Kettral, Aedolians, you’re all loathsome.
You’re all killers.”

“Well, we can’t all be whores,” Gwenna snapped, glancing up from her



charges.

Despite the size of the room, despite the gaping windows and shattered
roof open to the sky, the space was suddenly too small, too full, bursting with
the heat of raised voices and the blind straining of untrammeled emotion.
Kaden struggled to watch it all without letting it overwhelm him. Was this
how people lived? How they spoke? How could they see anything clearly in
the midst of that raging torrent?

Triste opened her mouth, but no words came out. After a mute moment,
she shoved her way past Annick, out into the hallway, back the way they had
come.

“Watch out for the stairs,” Pyrre called after her cheerfully.
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Triste returned sooner than Kaden expected, tears dry, one hand hugging
herself around the waist, the other holding a sword. Kaden remembered
impressive weapons from his childhood—jewel-crusted ceremonial swords;
the long, wide blades of the Aedolians; businesslike sabers carried by the
palace guard—but nothing like this. This sword was made from steel so clear
it might not have been steel at all but some sliver of winter sky hammered
into a perfect shallow arc, then polished to a silent gloss. It was right.

“What,” Valyn asked, turning from the darkness beyond the window as
Triste’s too-large boots scuffed the stone, “is that?”

“Sweet ’Shael, Val,” Laith said. He and Talal had returned to the front
chamber after checking the whole floor. “I think you’re a good Wing leader
and all, but it worries me when you don’t recognize a sword.”

Valyn ignored the flier. “Where did you find it?” he asked, crossing to
Triste.

She waved a vague hand toward the hallway. “In one of the rooms. It was
covered up with rubble, but I saw the glint off it. It looks new. Is it one of
ours?”

Valyn shook his head grimly.

“So we’re not the only ones flying around the ass end of nowhere,” Laith
observed. The words were casual, but Kaden noticed that the flier drifted



away from the open doorway, eyes flitting to the shadows in the corners.

Valyn put a hand in front of Kaden, drawing him away from the sword, as
though even unwielded the weapon could cut, could kill.

“Annick,” he said, “back on the window. Gwenna and Talal, when we’re
finished here, I want another sweep of this floor.”

“They just swept the floor,” the demolitions master observed.

“Sweep it again,” Valyn said, “eyes out for rigged falls and double
binds.”

“What about bad men hiding in the corners?” Laith asked.

Valyn ignored him.

None of it meant anything to Kaden, and after a moment he turned back
to the sword. “Does that style of blade look familiar?” He asked. There might
be a clue in the provenance of the sword, but he didn’t know enough about
weapons to say.

“I’ve seen things similar,” Valyn replied, frowning. “Some of the Manjari
use a single-sided blade.”

“It’s not Manjari,” Pyrre said. She hadn’t moved, but she had stopped
sharpening.

“Maybe something from somewhere in Menkiddoc?” Talal suggested.
“We know practically nothing about the entire continent.”

“We’re in the Bone Mountains,” Valyn pointed out. “Menkiddoc is
thousands of miles to the south.”

“It’s not from Menkiddoc,” Pyrre added.

“Anthera is close,” Kaden pointed out.

“Antherans like broadblades,” Valyn replied, shaking his head curtly.
“And clubs, for some inexplicable reason.”

“It is not Antheran.” This time, however, it was not Pyrre who spoke.

Kaden turned to find Tan in front of the kenta, a robed shadow against the
darker shadows beyond, the naczal glinting in his right hand. For all his size,
the monk moved silently, and none of them had heard him as he reentered the
room. He stepped forward. “It is Csestriim.”

For what seemed like a long time a tight, cold silence filled the room.

“I guess you didn’t die on the other side of the gate,” Gwenna observed



finally.

“No,” Tan replied. “I did not.”

“Want to tell us what you found?”

“No. I do not. Where did you find the blade?”

Valyn gestured down the hall as Kaden tried to put the pieces together in
his mind.

Tan had said earlier that the script above the door was human, but ancient.
This was a human building, a human city, but the Csestriim had created the
kenta, created one here, in the center of a city filled with bones. The sword
looked new, but then, so did Tan’s naczal. It could be thousands of years old,
one of the weapons used when ...

“The Csestriim killed them,” Kaden said slowly. “They opened a gate
right here in the middle of the city, bypassing the walls, bypassing all the
defenses.” His thought leapt outside of itself, into the emotionless minds of
the attackers. Through the beshra’an it was all so clear, so rational.

“They came through, probably at night, killing the children first because
the children were humanity’s best weapon against them. They started here, at
the top....” The memory of the small skeletons on the stairs flared up in his
mind. “Or some of them did,” he amended. “The Csestriim set the trap first,
then drove the children down, stabbing them as they fled, cutting them down
on the stairs or in the hallways, then doubling back to kill those who had
hidden behind doors or under beds.” He slipped from the mind of the hunters
into the fear of the hunted. “Most of the children would have been too
terrified to do anything, but even those who tried to escape...” He gestured
helplessly. “Where would they go? We’re halfway up the cliff.” He glanced
to the window, living the screaming, the slaughter. “Some would have
jumped,” he said, his heart hammering at the thought. “It was hopeless, but
some would have jumped anyway.”

Trembling with the borrowed terror of children millennia dead, he slipped
out of the beshra’an to find half a dozen pairs of eyes fixed upon him.

“What is this place?” Talal asked finally, gazing about the room.

“I told you earlier,” Tan replied. “It is Assare.”

Valyn shook his head. “Why haven’t we heard of it?”



“Rivers have changed their course since people last drew breath here.”

“Why is it here?” Kaden asked. He tried to dredge up what little he’d
overheard about urban development during his childhood in the Dawn Palace.
“There’s no port, no road.”

“That was the point,” Tan replied, seating himself cross-legged beside the
sword. The monk considered it for several heartbeats, but made no move to
reach out. Kaden waited for him to continue, but after a moment the monk
closed his eyes.

Laith stared at Tan, looked over to Kaden, then back again before
spreading his hands. “That’s the end of the story? Csestriim came. They
killed everyone. Dropped a sword ... time for a nice rest?”

If the gibe bothered Tan, he didn’t show it. His eyes remained closed. His
chest rose and fell in even, steady breaths.

To Kaden’s surprise, it was Triste who broke the silence.

“Assare,” she said, the word leaving her tongue with a slightly different
lilt than Tan had given it. She, too, had sunk to the floor beside the blade, her
eyes wide in the lamplight, as though staring at a vision none of them could
see. “‘Refuge.’”

“More leina training?” Pyrre asked.

Triste didn’t respond, didn’t even glance over at the woman. “Assare,”
she said again. Then, “Ni kokhomelunen, tandria. Na sviata, laema. Na
kiena-ekkodomidrion, aksh.”

Tan’s eyes slammed silently open. His body didn’t so much as twitch, but
there was something different about it, something ... Kaden searched for the
right word. Wary. Ready.

Triste just stared at the blade, those perfect eyes wide and abstracted. She
didn’t seem to realize she had spoken.

“Where,” Tan said finally, “did you hear that?”

Triste shuddered, then turned to the monk. “I don’t ... probably at the
temple, as part of my studies.”

“What does it mean?” Kaden asked. Something about the phrase had set
Tan on edge, and he wasn’t accustomed to seeing the older monk on edge.

“No,” Tan said, ignoring Kaden’s question. “You didn’t learn it in a



temple. Not any temple still standing.”

“She knew the language down below,” Valyn pointed out.

“She read the words down below,” Tan corrected him, rising smoothly to
his feet. “It was unlikely, but possible. There are plenty of scholars who read
Csestriim texts.”

“So what’s the problem?” Valyn pressed.

“She didn’t read this. She pulled it from memory.”

Laith shrugged. “Good for her. Jaw-dropping beauty and a brain to go
with it.”

“Where,” Tan pressed, eyes boring into the girl, “did you come across
that phrase?”

She shook her head. “Probably in a book.”

“It is not in the books.”

“This is all very dramatic,” Pyrre interjected from her post by the
window, “but I could probably get more invested in the drama if I knew what
the secret words meant.”

Triste bit her lip. “In growing...” she began uncertainly. “In a flooding
black...” She grimaced, shook her head in frustration, then started once more,
this time shifting into the somber cadence of prayer or invocation: “A light in
the gathering darkness. A roof for the weary. A forge for the blade of
vengeance.”



The blessing of the pilgrims felt more like a death sentence than a
celebration.

For one thing, Lehav had practically marched Adare to the Temple of
Light, allowing only brief stops at the stalls along the Godsway for her to buy
a small pack, a change of clothes, some dried fruit and salted meat, and, of
course, the golden robes of one of Intarra’s pilgrims. It was all part of her
plan, but she had expected more freedom in executing the design, less
scrutiny, the chance to pause and go over each step before taking it. Instead,
she felt as though she had fallen into the Chute all over again, swept along by
a force beyond her control, a force that, if she faltered once, would kill her.

Not that Lehav had been rough or ill-mannered. After his first threat, he
had contented himself with small talk during their long, muddy trek to the
Temple of Light, asking the sort of questions Adare had prepared for, while
she responded with answers she had rehearsed a hundred times over. Her
name was Dorellin. She was the daughter of a prosperous merchant. The
blindfold? A consequence of the river blindness that had struck a year earlier.
Yes, she could see, but her sight was failing month by month. At first it was
only the sun that pained her, but more recently she had to shield her eyes
from fires, even candles. No, her parents didn’t know where she was. They
insisted she was foolish, but Adare had faith in the goddess, was certain that
if she made the pilgrimage to Olon, to Intarra’s most sacred shrine, the Lady
of Light would restore her sight. No, she hadn’t fully considered the
difficulties of the journey. Yes, she was prepared to walk for weeks. No, she
hadn’t planned farther than Olon itself, had no idea whether or not she would



return to Annur, had thought no further than this one terrifying act of
devotion.

The soldier only nodded at each response, but she caught him looking at
her from time to time, judging her answers, weighing them. She wasn’t sure
if she wished she could see more of his expression through the blindfold, or
less. It was a relief when they finally arrived in the massive square before the
Temple of Light.

The temple itself was one of the wonders of the empire—a huge,
glittering structure, more glass than stone, like a great cut gem set into the
earth beside the Godsway, panes flashing in the midmorning light. The
Godsway itself stretched out to the east and west, wide enough that fifty
horsemen could ride abreast without brushing the shops and stalls to the north
or south, the avenue cleaving the city like a sword stroke. Both the temple
and the Godsway, however, shrank to insignificance beneath Intarra’s Spear.
Even a mile distant, it loomed overhead, a terrible, impossible splinter. The
priests of Intarra had tried to build their temple outside of its shadow, but
nothing in Annur was beyond that shadow, and Adare found herself staring at
it, trying to make sense of the scale. It was hard to appreciate the Spear’s
height from inside the Dawn Palace, but standing in the center of the
Godsway, gazing up at the tower’s top, she felt dizzy, as though she might
lose her footing and fall upward into the open sky. With an effort, she looked
down, finding the flagstones, then over at Lehav, who was studying her
intently.

“I don’t know how to thank you,” Adare said, extending a hand.

“Thank the goddess instead.”

Adare nodded piously. “No doubt it was Intarra herself who sent you. I
will be forever grateful, Lehav.”

He didn’t smile or take her hand. “You speak as though we were parting
ways.”

“No,” she replied, hastily shaking her head. “We will be sharing the path
together.” She gestured to the pilgrims thronging in front of the temple. “I
hope to come to know you much better in the days to come.”

“And L,” he replied, narrowing his eyes in a way that made her shiver,



“will hope to know you better as well. Dorellin.”
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Hundreds had gathered for the long trek, some young and alone, carrying no
more than a light pack over the shoulder, some in families of four or eight,
wagons piled high with rickety wooden furniture and food, crates full of
clothing, everything necessary to start a new life in Olon, hundreds of miles
to the south. Farmers had tethered pigs to their carts, filled cages with
squawking ducks, yoked teams of two or four water buffalo to haul the whole
mess. Lean dogs threaded through the crowd, sniffing and growling, snapping
at one another, ignoring the calls and commands of their owners in the chaos.
The group—those leaving and those come to bid them farewell—had snarled
traffic on the Godsway for hundreds of paces east and west, blocking porters
and horses alike.

And this happens every week, Adare thought to herself.

Uinian’s death had occasioned the largest migration inside the empire in
decades, and yet, though she’d been following the reports, she hadn’t really
understood the numbers until she approached the assembled crowd. The
gathering was intended as a celebration, a joyous valediction for those
following their faith to a fertile land beyond persecution. It was intended as a
bold gesture of defiance, and yet, even through the thick cloth of her
blindfold, Adare saw desperation everywhere: in the men joking too loudly,
the neighbors slapping shoulders too often and too vigorously, the couples
trying to drown their fear and foreboding in mindless, jocular patter.

“When you’re freezing your nuts up here next winter, I’ll be lazing by
Lake Sia,” a young man called over the noise, while immediately to his right
a youth that could have been his brother buried his face in an old man’s
shoulder, body shuddering with sobs. Not everyone could make the trip, of
course: the old or infirm, those too poor to start over in a strange new city, or
too frightened. In an hour or so, just after the priest’s blessing, parents would
leave their grown children, brothers would bid sisters farewell, friends of two
score years would part.

It was a sobering spectacle. One old man cursed at his horse when the



beast refused the halter, struck it across the nose, then buried his tear-filled
face in his hands. Two young children, a pale-faced, saucer-eyed boy and
girl, stood silently in the midst of the chaos, holding hands tightly, obviously
torn between excitement and fear. Olon wasn’t that far. Merchant caravans
could make the trip in a few weeks, canal boats even more quickly, and yet
these people were not merchants, not canal captains. Most would never set
foot in the capital again.

Because of me, Adare thought, feeling awed and sick at the same time.

Uinian’s disgrace had seemed like a perfect opportunity to geld the
Church of Intarra, to seize back the rights and allowances so foolishly granted
hundreds of years earlier by Santun III, to recapture decades of lost revenue,
and perhaps most importantly, to cripple the power of the Sons of Flame.
With il Tornja’s backing, she had moved quickly, drafting up the Accords of
Union over the course of two days and two sleepless nights, then shoving
them through the various ministries.

On the surface it looked like a fair deal, even a magnanimous one on the
part of the Unhewn Throne; after all, the Chief Priest of Intarra had murdered
the Emperor—or so everyone believed. The Accords offered a gracious
reconciliation between Intarra’s faithful and the larger empire of which they
were a part, including a seemingly massive gift to the Church, ten thousand
golden suns, “to greater glorify the goddess and her servants.” Il Tornja, in
his role as regent, had placed the golden amice on the stooped shoulders of
the new Chief Priest himself.

It was all a sham, of course. To be sure, ten thousand suns would widen
the eyes of most merchants, but the figure was less than a rounding error for
the Ministry of Finance, a meager pittance compared with the amount the
throne would claw back every year by reinstating taxation on Church rents
and tithes. The glorification of the main temple on the Godsway was only a
distraction from the forced shuttering of the smaller temples spread
throughout the city. And the Imperial Blessing, that newly instituted ritual in
which the Emperor would give his formal sanction to the Chief Priest,
required the priest to kneel in supplication before the entire court. The rankest
scribe in the Dawn Palace saw the Accords for what they were, but then,



Adare hadn’t written the measures to mollify the throne’s scribes; if she
could convince the common folk of Annur, the petty merchants and laborers,
the fishermen and farmers, that the Unhewn Throne continued to support the
Church of Intarra, then she could have her triumph while avoiding a backlash
from those eager to scream religious persecution.

It almost worked. The new Chief Priest, Cherrel, third of that name, was a
weak, watery-eyed, bookish man. Devout, but utterly lacking in the sort of
political savvy and ambition that had made Uinian so dangerous. He had
caviled momentarily at one or two of Adare’s demands before caving utterly,
obviously relieved that his Church was not to be scrubbed from the streets.
According to the observers Adare had placed inside the temple, Cherrel
counseled his flock on personal purity and political obedience, counsel they
may well have heeded had Adare herself not overreached.

The problem, as always, was the Church’s private army. As long as the
Chief Priest, any Chief Priest, was permitted to keep thousands of men—
soldiers both well trained and well paid—under arms within the borders of
the empire, within the borders of the ’Kent-kissing capital, all the
genuflection in the world wouldn’t lead to true submission. The Sons of
Flame needed to be disbanded, and so Adare had drafted the edict disbanding
them, allowing only one hundred for “the immediate protection of the temple
and the greater glory of Intarra.” It had seemed a prudent step, a necessary
step, and yet she had not considered the consequences.

Many soldiers found difficulty in returning to civilian life, and the Sons of
Flame were no different. In fact, they were worse, their martial experience
compounded by single-minded religious fervor. In drafting the Accords,
Adare had hoped the Sons would simply melt away—;join the bakers’ guild,
or ship out with a fishing fleet. It was idiocy, in retrospect. Her father would
have recognized the problem, would have avoided it, but her father was dead,
and if she didn’t clean up her own mess, it would soon start to stink.

There was no outright rebellion. In fact, it seemed at first that the Sons of
Flame had simply drifted off, dissipated, like smoke before a stiff breeze.
Then Adare received the first reports from her tax collectors on the road to
Olon: the soldiers were headed south. Not in a single group, to be sure. Not



marching down the road in rank and column. Had they been so bold, she
could have sent the legions after them for defying the terms of the Accords.

No, the Sons of Flame were moving south in a nebulous body—half a
dozen here, two or three there, retaining their armor and weapons while
discarding the banners and uniforms. Hundreds and hundreds of men like
Lehav, leaving Annur. Evidently one of the bastards, a man she’d never heard
of, named Vestan Ameredad, was behind it all, urging the men to regroup
quietly in Olon, the ancient seat of Intarra and the site of her first temple, to
leave Annur for a holier city farther from the grasping claws of the
Malkeenians. The exodus of soldiers seemed to have kindled similar
sentiment in the more devout civilians as well. Hence the weekly caravans to
the south.

It was a disaster, Adare thought, staring at the crowd pressed around her,
a disaster for those leaving their homes and for the empire itself. She had
incited something perilously close to open rebellion in the very streets of the
capital.

And the irony, she thought grimly, is that without this ’Kent-kissing
rebellion I’d have no stones left to play against Ran.

What she was planning felt like madness, a desperate gambit to leverage
the instability of the empire itself in order to reclaim the Unhewn Throne for
her family, and yet it wasn’t really the end of the Malkeenian line that
worried her. Despite her own eyes, Adare had no illusions about Malkeenian
sanctity. Over the centuries, her family had furnished dozens of emperors,
some capable, some less so. The idea of leaving the empire to il Tornja,
however ... that seemed both a dangerous and cowardly course.

The sedition of the Church of Intarra, dangerous as it might prove, was
predictable, comprehensible. The Intarrans, like dozens of religious sects
before them, wanted power. They resented the encroachment of secular
government into those spheres of life they deemed holy, and they deemed
everything holy. It was an old story and a familiar one, almost comforting
beside the mysteries of il Tornja’s coup.

Adare had no idea why the kenarang had murdered her father, no idea
what he intended toward her, no idea if he had already killed her brothers, no



idea what he planned for the empire. She’d been over and over the matter,
coming at it from every conceivable angle, but there just wasn’t enough
information. It was possible that il Tornja was some sort of foreign spy, that
he had been suborned by Anthera or Freeport or the Manjari Empire. Maybe
he was acting alone. Perhaps he wanted to destroy the empire or maybe he
just wanted to milk it for his own material gain. There was just no way to
know.

Her ignorance was infuriating, but as her father had said many times over,
Often there is no good path. That does not mean we should not walk.

In the end, Adare kept circling back to the same basic point: the Church
of Intarra, so recently her deadly foe, could well prove the salvation, not just
of the Malkeenians, but of Annur itself. Only the Sons of Flame had the
training and the numbers to pose a plausible threat to il Tornja. If she could
bring them under her aegis, if she could incite them to turn against the regent,
she would have a ready-made army of her own. If. The word was like a knife
pressed against her throat.

This, however, was not the time to flinch. She was committed now, had
been since she fled her own guardsmen, which meant going south, meeting
with Vestan Ameredad, humbling herself, admitting her error with Uinian,
then trying to piece back together an army she had done everything in her
power to destroy. The only good thing about the situation was that the
outflow of pilgrims to Olon gave her the cover necessary to hide her flight
from the city.

It had seemed simple enough to join the group—a matter of good boots, a
pilgrim’s robe, and the muslin cloth to cover her eyes. Now that she was a
part of the throng, however, her stomach knotted inside her. The odds of
being recognized were low, especially with the blindfold; nearly a million
people lived in and around Annur, and those emigrating to Olon were not
likely to have spent any time in the Dawn Palace. On the other hand, Adare
had ridden in dozens of imperial processions over the years, spent countless
days sitting before the court. Just months earlier, thousands upon thousands
of citizens had seen her at Sanlitun’s funeral. Her newly cut hair and
pilgrim’s robes felt like a meager disguise in the midst of so many eyes.



She wondered what would happen if she were discovered. It would be
insanity for them to kill a princess, certain treason, but then, no one in the
Dawn Palace had any idea where she was. Her fellow pilgrims could beat her
bloody, slit her throat, and toss her in the canal without anyone the wiser.
Bodies washed up in the Basin all the time. She imagined her corpse, bloated
and rotting, face disfigured. One of the canal tenders would fish her out with
a long iron hook, toss her body on a cart, and dispose of it in some shallow
pit outside the city, all without a second glance. The missing princess would
remain missing. Ran il Tornja would remain on the throne.

She set her jaw, shoved the thought from her mind, pushed into the
crowd, searching for a wagon that wasn’t too overloaded. She’d bought only
a few changes of clothes, a decent-sized water skin, a wool bedroll, and a
supply of fruit and nuts in the event that the caravan didn’t pass through a
town for a day or two. It didn’t look like much—plenty of the men and
women clustered on the Godsway were laden with three or four times that
weight—and yet Adare could already feel the leather straps of the pack biting
into her shoulders, the muscles of her neck and back clenching beneath the
unfamiliar load.

She had no idea how long it would take her body to adjust. It was
tempting to simply grit her teeth and carry the pack herself, but the thought of
walking fifteen miles a day already had her nervous. The group of pilgrims
provided both her shield from il Tornja and her protection from bandits along
the road. An injury that forced her to leave the caravan partway could well
prove disastrous. Better to be cautious. For a few copper flames, one of the
families would be willing to toss her small pack on the back of a wagon each
day.

Most of the carts were piled so high she didn’t even bother to approach. A
converted carriage seemed a likely choice until she drew close enough to see
the way the boards bowed at the sides, the warp of the wheels. She didn’t
know much about transport, but the thing didn’t look as though it would
make it past the Annurian walls, let alone all the way to Olon. She was sizing
up a low farmer’s cart when a vicious cursing cut through the conversation
around her.



“Ya’ve cross-lashed it, ya shriveled nutsack! Straight-lashed, I said. It’s
t’be straight-lashed.”

Adare turned to find a tiny, wizened woman, well into her eighth decade
judging from the bone-white hair pinned up on the back of her head and the
wrinkles etched into her weathered skin. She was cursing at a crabbed, gray
man in a voice so loud it seemed impossible such an instrument could issue
from such a tiny form. Despite her stoop, the cane in her right hand appeared
superfluous: rather than leaning on it, she used the worn length of wood to
stab at the provocative lashings.

“I swear,” she continued, spitting as she spoke, “if our mother hadn’t’a
squoze us out’a the same fuckin’ cunt, I’d knock ya on that fool fucking head
of yours, take the cart my own self, and have done with ya.”

“Please, Nira,” the man replied, muddling with the straps. “We are part of
a religious pilgrimage now. This is no way to speak among these devout
folk.” His language was more precise than hers and a good deal more polite,
but there was a vagueness to his voice when he spoke, an emptiness in the
eyes, as though he had just woken up, or were immensely weary.

“Pilgrimage my withered, bony arse!” the woman replied. “It’s a bunch’a
fucking cretins never spliced a yoke or mended an axle in their lives.”

The words produced an eddy of discontent in the crowd. People paused in
their work or their farewells, turning toward her angrily. Several appeared on
the verge of speech, but the woman’s advanced age seemed to earn her a
reprieve. The old man had not so much as glanced at the other pilgrims or
looked at his sister. He continued to tug with obvious futility at the wrong
knot. His mind was going, Adare decided, irritated at the woman for so
abusing him in his dotage.

“I will fix the lashing, sister,” he said quietly, “if you will cease prodding
it for a moment.”

The old woman snorted, but she lowered her cane and turned from the
wagon as though searching for another target. Her eyes lit on Adare.

“And what in the fine fuck is wrong with you?” she demanded, squinting
beneath her wrinkled brow.

Adare froze, uncertain how to respond.



“Ya blind?” the woman pressed. “Dumb?” She took a step closer, waving
her cane in the air before Adare’s nose in the way a horse breaker might show
a beast the halter. “Sweet ’Shael, ya ain’t sluggish in the head, are ya?”

“No,” Adare managed finally, trying to keep her voice low. The old
woman had drawn too much attention already.

“Good,” she snapped, “’cause I got more than plenty a’ crazy with this
brain-buggered arsehole.” She jerked a thumb at her brother, shook her head
in irritation, and half turned back to the wagon. Adare started to blow out a
sigh of relief, but the woman hesitated, cursed under her breath—something
about letting the fool girl wander—then, with obvious reluctance, rounded on
her once more, stepping in close this time. “What’s with the cloth on your
eyes?”

“Nira,” the man interjected, shaking his head and peering suddenly up
into the sky, “the young woman’s attire is really none of our business. The
clouds,” he waved a vague hand, “they are our business. The clouds and the
sky and the rain...” He trailed off, staring blankly into the distance.

“Oh bugger off with your business, Oshi,” the woman snapped. “Child’s
standing ’ere like a poleaxed steer, baffled as a bitch in heat, and you’re on
about business. What about fixing the fucking lashing while you’re at it, eh?
What about that business?”

She turned back to Adare, waving her over imperiously.

“Quit standin’ there like a silly slut and let me have a look at the problem.
River blindness, is it? I’ve seen plenty river blindness, and a strip a’ cloth is
no way to handle it....”

Adare tried to back away, but the knot of people had tightened around her
as more pressed in from the periphery. She could try to force her way free,
but that seemed likely to draw more attention than the old woman herself.

“It’s not river blindness,” she muttered. She knew as soon as the words
were out that the lie was foolish. She’d already told Lehav that she did have
river blindness, but this woman seemed intent on checking the injury for
herself. Adare raised a nervous hand to the blindfold. “I don’t think it’s river
blindness,” she said again, a little more loudly. “I don’t have the bleeding or
the lesions.”



“Let me have a look,” the old woman said, stretching up and frowning.
“No good hiding from the truth.”

Adare jerked back. “I’m not hiding,” she snapped, more loudly than she
had intended. More heads turned and she cursed herself silently. “It’s a
normal case of dimming,” she went on more quietly. “My physician said
binding them, shielding them from the light, would slow the damage.”

The old woman spat on the broad flags. “Physician, is it? How many
pretty gold suns ya toss his way for that fine piece of fuckery?”

“He knows his work,” Adare countered.

“Bilkin’ the rich, ya mean?” The woman shook her head dismissively.
Something that might have been the shadow of pity flashed in her shrewd
eyes. “No way ta stop the dimming,” she said. “Sorry, girl, but the light’s
going, pretty cloth on your eyes or no.”

Adare nodded slowly. “I know that. It’s why I’m joining the pilgrimage,
to show my devotion to Intarra. Perhaps the goddess will hear my prayers and
restore my light.”

It had seemed an elegant solution—her disguise was also her motivation.
With one story she could explain the blindfold and the journey both. Nira,
however, seemed less than convinced. She cocked her head to one side,
fixing Adare with one unwavering dark eye, a stare that seemed to stretch on
half the morning.

“That’s what he thinks,” she said finally, waving the cane at her brother.
“Hopes the goddess might unscramble his egg. I told ’im she’s just as likely
ta hoist up m’tired old tits, and I ain’t countin’ on that, either.”

“Sister,” Oshi said, turning from the lashings. “Leave the girl her hope.
Intarra is ancient and her ways are inscrutable....”

“I’m ancient,” Nira snapped, “and I’ve screwed on a few tables, and I’ll
tell ya this for free: better to ’ave a pig than a goddess.” She waved her cane
at one of the black-bellied beasts nosing for scraps around the wheels of the
wagon. “A pig’s real. You can hit a pig,” she said, thwacking the beast across
the flank and earning an outraged squeal in response. “You can kick a pig. If
you’re lonely and not particular, you can fuck a pig, and then, in the mornin’,
butcher it up for bacon. A pig’s real,” she said again. “Realer than your flim-



flammy bitch of a goddess.”

Oshi shook his head. “I have explained to you, sister, the importance of
faith in these matters.”

“Yes,” Adare said, nodding eagerly. “I, too, have faith in the goddess.
With her divine care, all will be well in the end.” It sounded like the sort of
mindless patter a naive young pilgrim might well believe.

Nira rolled her eyes. “Better a limp fuck than a whole bucket a’ faith.
Faith gets ya killed, and you,” she continued, stabbing a finger at Adare,
“oughta pay attention ta that little lesson. As for all bein’ well in the end,
th’end’s gonna come sooner rather than later for you, ya don’t smarten up.”

Adare nodded hesitantly.

Nira waited for her to respond, then grimaced, glancing around at the
milling crowd. “C’m’ere,” she muttered, lowering her voice, gesturing to the
far side of the wagon where a crush of squealing black pigs had forced away
the pilgrims. Adare didn’t move.

“Come over here, ya willful little slut,” she pressed, glaring. “’Less ya
want me saying what I got to say right out here in the open, which I’'m
thinking ya don’t.”

Adare hesitated. What she wanted was to slip away from the woman as
quickly as possible, but slipping away didn’t seem to be an option. Worse,
there was something knowing in Nira’s tone, something almost accusatory,
that pricked up the hairs on the back of her neck. After a moment more Adare
nodded, then followed, clutching at her dress, trying to keep it clear of the
press of muddy pigs. When they had stepped far enough around the wagon
that the sideboard obscured the closest pilgrims, Nira rounded on her.

“Listen,” she hissed, voice low, eyes shifting vigilantly over Adare’s
shoulder. “You want to leave your palace and play poor little blind girl, I’'m
sure you have your reasons.”

Fear took Adare by the throat. “I’m not—" she began.

Nira waved down the objection. “Quit it. I’'m not in the secret-trading
trade and I’m not looking to join it now. A girl’s got a right to her lies
—Shael knows I’ve learned that lesson a few dozen times over—but,” she
continued, stabbing Adare squarely in the chest with a bony fingertip, driving



her back against the rough wood of the wagon, “you look likely to step
squarely in the shit without any pushing on my part.” She shook her head,
jabbed at the mud with her cane, and muttered angrily under her breath. “I’ve
got enough to do keeping Oshi’s cracked nut in one piece, and now I’ve got
you, t00.”

“You don’t have—" Adare began, heart slamming against her ribs.

“Oh, ’Shael’s shit I don’t,” the woman snapped, raising her voice once
more. “Without me, you’d be fucked up the arse with a thick, crooked dick
before we slipped past the city walls. Now toss your sack on the wagon and
move outta my way before I get cross.”



Valyn stood by the window, cold wind scouring his face, staring out into the
night. He had insisted on taking first watch, and the rest of his Wing,
accustomed to catching fragments of rest whenever, wherever, converted
their coats and packs into makeshift blankets and pillows, arranged weapons
for easy access, then dropped abruptly into sleep. The others weren’t far
behind, and by the time the first stars were glittering overhead only Kaden
remained awake. He sat cross-legged just a pace away, gazing out over the
low lintel of the same window. For a long while neither said a word.

“What’s the point in standing watch,” Kaden asked finally, “when you
can’t see anything?” He gestured toward the window. “I feel like I’'m looking
into the bottom of an iron pot.”

Valyn hesitated. He hadn’t told Kaden about his experience in Hull’s
Hole, hadn’t told him about the slarn egg or the strange abilities it had
conferred, hadn’t told him ... anything really.

“Why are you still awake?” he countered. “The plan was to get some
sleep before you have to step through that thing.”

Kaden glanced toward the kenta and nodded, but made no move to lie
down. “I don’t think a little more sleep is going to tip the balance one way or
the other.”

“Those gates are really all over the empire?”

“And beyond it, evidently. They’re many thousands of years older than
Annur. The boundaries of the empire weren’t even imagined when the
Csestriim built them.”

“But Father knew about them,” Valyn pressed. “He used them?”



Kaden spread his hands. “That’s what the Shin told me.”

“Where is it?” Valyn asked. “The gate in Annur?”

“I don’t know. I never saw anything like this. Never heard of it before the
abbot explained it all to me.”

“How do people not know?” Valyn wondered, staring at the gracile arch.
“How could Father cross half the world in a heartbeat without anyone
suspecting?”

“I’ve thought about that a lot,” Kaden said. “It wouldn’t be as obvious as
you think. Say the Emperor steps through a gate from Annur to ... oh ...
Ludgven. The people in Ludgven don’t know that he was in Annur. All they
know is that the Emperor arrived unexpectedly. One of the chroniclers could
piece it all together later, someone who kept detailed notes and a careful
calendar, but it would have been difficult to keep good notes about Father’s
coming and going. Half the time even we didn’t know where he was, and we
lived in the palace.”

Valyn nodded slowly. Sanlitun had disappeared for days at a time when
they were children. “Meditating,” their mother told them. “Praying to Intarra
for guidance.” Valyn had never understood the need for all that prayer and
contemplation. As he pondered the use of the gates, however, Sanlitun’s self-
imposed austerity began to look far less arbitrary. As Hendran wrote: Be a
rumor. Be a ghost. Your foes should not believe in your existence. The
Emperor of Annur couldn’t afford to recede entirely into rumor, but their
father had kept himself so aloof from the day-to-day business of the empire
that he could well have disappeared for days without anyone noticing.

“All those years,” Valyn said, shaking his head. “All those years, and we
had no idea.”

“We were children.”

“We were children.” Valyn exhaled slowly, watching his breath mist in
the cold night air. “There was a lot I wanted to ask him.”

Kaden remained silent such a long time that Valyn thought he had faded
off to sleep. When he glanced over, however, he found his brother’s eyes still
open, still burning, twin embers in the darkness.

“What does it feel like?” Kaden asked finally. “The grief, I mean.”



Valyn tried to make sense of the question. “For Father?”

“For anyone.”

Valyn shook his head. “You tell me. You just saw your entire monastery
destroyed.”

“I did,” Kaden replied, not taking his eyes from the darkness. “I did.
There was a little boy, Pater ... I watched as Ut stabbed him through the
chest.”

“So why are you asking me about grief? Seems like there’s plenty to go
around.”

“I’'m asking because the monks train it out of you. I felt it when Pater
died, felt like my legs might just give way beneath me, but now...” He shook
his head slowly. “You learn to set it aside, to move past it.”

“Sounds like a ’Kent-kissing blessing to me,” Valyn replied, more bitterly
than he’d intended. Just the memory of Ha Lin’s limp body as he carried her
from the Hole, of the wounds running down her arms, of her hair brushing his
skin, made his breath stick in his chest. “Sometimes, when I think about it too
much, I feel like my muscles have torn clean off the bones, like someone
snapped all the tendons and ligaments holding me together. I wish I could
move past it.”

“Maybe,” Kaden replied. “And maybe it’s not real if you can toss it aside
like a cracked cup.”

“Fuck real,” Valyn spat. Blood throbbed at his temples. His knuckles
ached. Memories flooded over him: of Balendin laughing as he recounted
Lin’s torment on the West Bluffs, of blood gushing from the knife in Salia’s
neck, of Yurl groveling in front of him in the darkness, hands lopped from his
arms. He would have yanked the bastard back from death, out of Ananshael’s
iron grip, just so he could stab him again and again, a thousand times over, so
he could split his skull open....

Breath rasped in his lungs. Sweat streamed down his back, cold in the
cold night air. Kaden was staring at him, he realized, eyes wide with
confusion or concern.

“Are you all right?” he asked. “Valyn?”

Valyn focused on his brother’s eyes, on his voice, vision and sound



braided into a cord that was drawing him up, up from the bottom of a deep
well where he had been drowning.

“I'm all right,” he said finally, voice ragged, wiping his brow with a
sleeve.

“You don’t look it.”

Valyn chuckled grimly. ““All right’ is relative.”

He started to say something more, a few more words to ease the tension,
when something, the faintest sound at the very edge of hearing, brought him
up short. Kaden stared at him.

“What is—”

Valyn cut him off with a raised hand. He could hear the various members
of his Wing sleeping—Talal’s light snore, Gwenna’s constant shifting—he
could hear the lisp of the wind over the stone, even the rumble and hiss of the
waterfall as it plunged off the cliff a few hundred paces to the north. But there
was something more, something else. He closed his eyes, straining for the
sound. It was hard to hear past his own pulse thudding in his ears, and for a
moment he thought he’d imagined it. Then it came again—a soft scuff of
fabric over stone. Someone outside the window, someone climbing, quieter
than the wind.

Without thinking, Valyn took Kaden by the shoulder, hauling him back
into the room while putting his own body between his brother and the gaping
windows. Climbing meant Kettral, and though he had no idea how they’d
managed to track him through the mountains, a part of him had been prepared
for this moment. He slid a blade from the sheath over his shoulder as he
pushed Kaden deeper into the room, offering up a brief thanks to Hull that his
brother had the good sense to move with him, to remain silent.

The scuffing was gone, but there was a strange smell on the air, the
faintest hint of smoke. Not woodsmoke, not a hearth or campfire.
Woodsmoke didn’t taste like that, didn’t sting the nasal passage in quite the
same way. This was a different smell, more dangerous, one familiar from a
thousand training missions....

“Cover up,” Valyn shouted, shattering the night’s quiet. “Explosives
incoming.”



Even as he said the words, he was dragging Kaden to the floor, then
throwing his own body on top as he covered his ears with his hands. He
couldn’t know what sort of munitions their attackers were lighting, but if the
explosion didn’t kill them all, the first moments after would prove crucial. He
wanted to be able to hear, to see. Kaden went completely still beneath him,
and Valyn shifted to shield as much of his brother as possible. Something
clattered to the floor behind them. He squeezed his eyes shut just before the
world went white, opening them only when the initial elemental fury had
passed, subsiding into a more prosaic mess of shouts and screams.

They were alive. He’d felt the blast, but no shrapnel had ripped through
his flesh. He wasn’t on fire. That meant they were using smokers. Smokers
and flashbangs. So they’re not trying to kill us, at least not yet. On the other
hand, it wasn’t looking much like a diplomatic mission. The whole point of
smokers and flashbangs was to force the foe into panic and error. Which
meant the first step was not to panic, not to rush. There was time. Not much,
but time.

Slowly, Valyn told himself silently. Slowly.

If he raised his head more than a foot above the floor the smoke blinded
and choked him, but there was still a hand’s breadth of relatively clean air
beneath the pall, and Valyn dropped back down into it. He could see his
Wing’s tactical lanterns—both still lit—and the shapes of the rest of the
group moving in the fickle illumination. It was hard to be sure who was who,
but Valyn could pick apart the voices now—Triste screaming, Gwenna and
Laith cursing, Talal and Annick nearly silent as they moved over the floor. Of
their attackers, Valyn could hear nothing.

“That other Kettral Wing?” Kaden asked, shifting beside him. “The
Flea?”

“Might be,” Valyn said, working the problem through from a dozen
angles at the same time. The attackers hadn’t simply blown up the building,
which would have been easy enough. Either they wanted prisoners or, better
yet, they had seen the carnage in the mountains, had sorted through the
bodies and realized what it meant.

Be on our side, Valyn prayed silently. Please, Hull, let them be on our



side.

“What should—” Kaden began.

“Stay quiet,” Valyn hissed, “and get down below the smoke.”

He glanced over the room once more, counted bodies. Pyrre was missing,
he realized, although where the assassin had gone, Valyn had no idea. His
Wing was handling the attack as they’d been trained, staying low, crawling
toward the walls in order to follow them to doors, windows, cleaner air. The
problem was that whoever tossed the smokers was probably waiting at those
very doors and windows, and rigging the stairs had cut off their own most
obvious escape route.

The most obvious escape route, Valyn thought, checking the distance to
Gwenna’s charges, but not the only one.

He patted his belt pouch for the Kettral whistles. There was no way of
knowing if their birds were still in the air, but if he and his Wing could win
free of the building, the ledge was large enough for a grab.

If, he reminded himself. You’re not on the ’Kent-kissing ledge, and you’ve
got four people who’ve never even contemplated a grab-and-go.

It was a grim fucking position, no doubt about it, and likely to get a whole
lot grimmer.

A few feet away, Triste had risen to her hands and knees. Blind with the
smoke and her own confusion, she was crawling frantically but aimlessly,
trying to shout but choking each time she drew a breath. It wouldn’t be long
before she passed out. Worse, she might remain conscious long enough to
stand and stumble out one of the low windows. Valyn started toward her,
then checked himself. Prioritize. Kaden was the Emperor, which meant
Valyn needed to get Kaden to safety first, even if Triste fell to her death.

He scanned the narrow space between the floor and the roiling smoke. His
Wing had taken up defensive positions around the perimeter of the room—or
the best positions they could manage while staying below the smoke—then
drawn their blades and bows and waited. Rampuri Tan, however, was
standing, moving, his feet and ankles visible. The monk was taking careful,
deliberate steps toward Valyn and Kaden, the end of his strange spear
sweeping the floor in front of him. The movements had none of Triste’s



spasmodic terror. Valyn turned back to his Wing. Talal was waving at him
silently, his face against the stone floor. When he saw Valyn looking, the
leach shifted over to hand sign: No injuries. Weapons intact. Orders?

Valyn allowed himself a small smile. The initial attack had wrought
plenty of chaos, but it hadn’t broken them. He still had command of his Wing
and contact with Kaden. Better yet, only a few dozen heartbeats had passed
since the initial assault, and they were already starting to recover. If surprise
doesn’t work in four heartbeats, it’s not surprise anymore. Even better, the
fact that the attackers clearly wanted someone alive—for whatever reason—
severely constrained their options: no hail of arrows, no barrage of
starshatters. It might be possible to talk. Worth a try, at least, though Valyn
didn’t intend to count on it.

Stand by to blow charges, he signed back, indicating the section of floor
that Gwenna had rigged earlier. Wait for my signal.

Talal nodded, and Gwenna crawled forward on her elbows, striking stick
in her teeth.

Finally the attacker spoke.

“Valyn.” It was the Flea’s voice, gravelly and dry, pitched to carry, but
with no hint of urgency or anxiety. He was on the roof, near the corner that
had been torn away by the weather.

Half draw, Valyn signed to Annick. Hold fire.

She nodded and rolled into place. It was a ridiculous position to shoot
from, lying on her back, head cocked to the side to breathe the clean air, bow
drawn across her body, but the sniper made it look natural, easy.

“Valyn,” the Flea said again, his voice almost weary, “I just want to talk.”

Valyn held his silence. Talking was all well and good, it was what he’d
hoped for, but he didn’t intend to give away his position just to have a
conversation. A part of him was relieved to hear the Flea’s voice. Back on the
Islands, the man had always seemed hard but fair. On the other hand, if the
Wing leader was a part of the conspiracy ... Valyn didn’t like to think about
the possibility.

His own Wing was good enough to squeeze out of a tight place, but then,
this wasn’t your garden-variety, all-fucked-up, odds-stacked-against-the-



good-guys tight place. Up on that roof, no more than a dozen paces away,
was the best small-team tactical commander in the world, the man who
literally wrote the book on inverted rose-and-thorn scenarios, who, in his
early twenties, avenged the deaths of two older Kettral Wings by
assassinating Casimir Damek, who went down into Hull’s Hole every year to
haul out slarn for the Trial. After Hendran himself, there was no more revered
Kettral commander, and now he had the high ground and the drop on them.

So you’d best think quick, Valyn growled silently, and skip the fuckups.

“Look,” the Flea continued after a moment, “I understand that you can’t
talk because you don’t want to give away your position. You’re doing
everything right. Better than right, actually. I have no idea how you managed
to move before we threw the smokers. You’re young, but you’re smart, and
I’1l stop insulting you with stuff from the old Kettral bag of tricks and traps.
We trained you not to talk, so don’t talk. Just listen.

“No one’s run screaming out the window, and aside from the girl, who
stopped hacking up her own lung about a minute ago, everyone’s quiet,
which means you’re belly-down, sucking up the good air.” He paused.
“Speaking of that girl, you might want to move her toward a window.”

Valyn glanced over at Triste’s limp form. In the chaos he hadn’t noticed
her slump to the ground. Her face was ashen, her hands curled into claws, and
for the second time Valyn started to move toward her. For the second time,
he stopped himself. Fainting had dropped her out of the smoke. She was
breathing clean air now. There was no need to move her anywhere.

“Suit yourself,” the Flea continued after a moment, and Valyn realized
that the man hadn’t dropped the tricks at all. They’d spent three whole
months on this back on the Islands, learning to exploit civilian casualties, to
use an adversary’s own feelings of guilt or heroism against him. He could
hear Nhean Pitch’s voice twanging in his ear: If you’re going to shoot some
bastard, shoot him in the stomach. Stomach wounds hurt and they kill slow.
Odds are, you’ll get one of the other bastards to look after him, and that’s
one less bastard you’ve got to fight. The Flea was testing him, Valyn
realized, probing, systematically searching for a weakness. The trouble was,
there were too many civilians to protect.



Valyn scanned the floor again, then turned to Kaden.

“Can you get out through that gate?” he hissed. “You and the monk?”

Kaden hesitated, then nodded.

“And they can’t follow you, right?”

“No.”

Valyn grinned. That was one trick the Flea wouldn’t be expecting. Even
better, it meant that however things played out, Kaden would be free and
clear. If Valyn could hold off the attack for just a little while longer, the
Emperor would be safe. Then he could see what the Flea had to say. If the
man was telling the truth, maybe they could work something out, and if
not ... well, at least his brother wouldn’t find himself caught in the middle of
a bloodbath.

“Let’s go,” Valyn whispered, bellying forward. “We’ll grab your monk
on the way.”

The Flea started in again just as they began to move.

“You can tell Annick to put the bow down,” he said. “She’s not going to
hit anything from that position. The game’s up, kid. We’ve got the windows
covered and the stairs, too, although Gwenna did such a nice job laying those
charges that you wouldn’t be able to get down them anyway. Newt says the
girl’s got real talent.”

A pause. How Rampuri Tan was still moving toward them through the
smoke, Valyn had no idea, but they were fast converging on the monk’s
sweeping spear. Valyn hesitated. Tan couldn’t see them through the smoke,
couldn’t know that it was them, and surprising him seemed like a good way
to get that blade in the belly. Valyn considered a quick takedown, but Tan
didn’t seem like the sort to go down quickly. That meant talking, which
meant giving away their position, but there was nothing to do but get on with
it.

“Tan,” he hissed, as loudly as he dared. “I’m with Kaden. Drop down
below the smoke.”

The sweeping spear paused, then the monk’s hands and face appeared a
few feet away. Tan let out a long, slow breath, glanced at Kaden, then Valyn,
then nodded. He’d been holding his breath, Valyn realized, probably since



the smokers first dropped. It was possible, though the presence of mind
involved rivaled that of Valyn’s own Wing, and they’d actually trained for
this kind of shit.

“The gate,” Valyn whispered, gesturing toward the wall where it stood.
“You and Kaden get through and you’ll be safe.”

The monk nodded as though that had been his plan all along.

“We’ll cover you until you’re clear,” Valyn said.

“What about you?” Kaden asked.

“Don’t worry about us. We’ll be fine.”

Or captured, or dead, he amended silently before glancing over his
shoulder. His people were still in position, still awaiting orders. It was the
Flea who had told him, what seemed like a lifetime ago, that it seemed like
they’d make a good Wing. They’d held together; now it was his job to get
them out alive.

First, Kaden, Valyn reminded himself, bellying forward once more. Then
talk. If the talk didn’t work, Gwenna could blow the floor. Then they’d see
who was surprised.

“Valyn,” the Flea continued after a moment. “I’ll be straight with you. I
saw what happened at Ashk’lan, the slaughtered monks. We found what’s left
of Yurl’s Wing and the other Aedolians spread over half the mountainside.
Back on the Islands they’re naming you a traitor, but I’m not so sure. You
never struck me as the traitorous type, and now that I’ve seen what I’ve
seen...” He let the suggestion hang in the air a moment. “Come on out, let’s
discuss this, before you do something dumb and Finn has to put an arrow
through you.”

Valyn tried to weigh his response.

“Besides,” the Flea added, “you might as well talk to me now. I can hear
you muttering down there.”

Valyn took a deep breath. He’d given away his position, but maybe a little
conversation would buy time for Kaden. “The thing is,” he replied loudly,
thinking back to the mountain pass days earlier, to the way he’d naively
ordered his people to surrender their weapons, “trust hasn’t been working out
too well for me recently.”



The Flea chuckled. “Looked like it worked out even less well for the men
you were trusting.”

“Yeah, well, we got lucky.”

“Why don’t you put down your weapons, and you can tell me about it.”

Valyn tensed. He wanted to believe the man, but he’d be shipped to
’Shael before he willingly disarmed again. Right now they could still
maneuver, bargain, fight. Without weapons ... well, he didn’t intend to throw
the dice more than he had to.

When they reached the gate, Tan started talking to Kaden.

“Picture the bird,” he began slowly.

“What?” Valyn demanded.

“It’s a mental exercise,” Kaden said quietly.

Valyn shook his head. “Fuck the fucking bird,” he spat, “and get out of
here. The Flea’s all sweetness and small talk now, but he’s not going to keep
talking forever.”

The older monk turned that stony gaze on Valyn. “If Kaden steps through
the gate without the necessary preparation, he will cease. It cannot be
rushed.”

Valyn flexed and unflexed his sword hand. He could feel his luck flexing,
straining, starting to splinter with each hammering heartbeat. “How long?”

“More time, the more you talk.”

Valyn bit back a retort. He couldn’t help Kaden, but he could use the time
to prepare for the coming storm. Pivoting on his stomach, he scanned the
room. Pyrre’s disappearance worried him. The woman seemed to be on his
side, but according to Kaden she’d already murdered one monk just for
slowing things down. With any luck, the flashbangs had knocked her out a
window, but luck didn’t seem to be in much supply, and Valyn didn’t like the
idea of the Skullsworn prowling around where he couldn’t keep an eye on
her.

But then, what’s to like?

Gwenna was gesturing toward him furiously, evidently confused by the
delay. Annick held her position like a statue while Talal and Laith had split
up, moving to opposite walls. Stand by.... Valyn signed. Blowing the floor



was a way out, but a risky one. As long as the Flea was still trying to
negotiate, there was still a chance they’d all walk away without violence. As
long as he stayed on the ’Kent-kissing roof.

“I’m not ordering my people to disarm,” Valyn said. “That’s something
else you taught me. But I don’t mind talking. You keep your people up there.
I’ll keep my people down here. Very civilized.”

“Works for me,” the Flea replied.

“Now,” Tan murmured to Kaden, “when the bird has flown from sight,
fill your mind with the sky and step through the gate.”

Valyn risked a glance over his shoulder to see Kaden’s eyes, only a foot
away but somehow impossibly distant, bright as coals from the forge, cold as
the stars. His brother nodded once, then rose to his feet, disappearing into the
smoke. It was only a step to the wall and then he was gone.

“Did it work?” Valyn hissed at the other monk. “Did he make it?”

“I will know when I reach the other side,” Tan replied, then closed his
own eyes, evidently in preparation.

Across the room Triste was stirring. Valyn still hadn’t figured out how to
handle her. He tried to run through the options. She was small, light enough
to carry, but that would slow him down considerably. They could leave her to
the Flea, use her as a diversion. She raised her head slowly, eyes baffled and
full of fear. Valyn was about to motion to her to stay low, to keep quiet, when
a pair of black boots hit the floor behind her.

“Company!” Laith shouted. “North window!”

Triste turned, screamed, then lunged to her feet, plunging through the
smoke directly toward Valyn and Tan. She passed by coughing, flailing,
close enough that Valyn was able to put out a hand, to feel the cloth of her
borrowed uniform pass between his fingers. Then, suddenly, she was gone.

The gate, Valyn realized, ice in his stomach. She went through the gate,
and with none of Kaden’s preparation.

“She’s gone,” Tan said. If he felt at all sorry for the girl’s annihilation, he
didn’t show it. “See to your own.”

Then the monk rose into the smoke, stepped forward, and vanished.

Gone. The two monks and Triste. The Emperor was safe.



Valyn spun back to face the attacker. So all the Flea’s offers of talk had
been bullshit, a ruse. Valyn drew his second blade, ready to hurl himself at
the attacker, then paused. There was something about those boots; Pyrre’s
boots.

“Wait, Gwenna,” he shouted, rolling away from the gate. “They’re not...”

Too late. The charges were already exploding, sharp cracks followed by
the deafening rumble of stone folding in on itself. Valyn took a bearing on
the location of the hole, cursing to himself as he slid into a crouch, readying
himself to jump as soon as the rumbling ceased. If they’d had any hope of
talking their way free, it was over now, or as good as. The only thing now
was to get out, to get clear.

Only, the rumbling didn’t stop. The whole building was shuddering
beneath him now, stone falling from the ceiling at the same time as the floor
dropped away. He couldn’t see a ’Kent-kissing thing, shrouded as he was in
smoke, but he could hear the structure protesting. He took a tentative step
backward, away from the source of the explosion, and then, with a sickening
lurch, the stone beneath his feet gave way.



“Go over it again,” Nira said, prodding Adare in the gut with her cane.

Adare tried to swat it away, but the old woman was too fast, swinging the
stick clear in a wide arc, then swatting her across the backside. The treatment
was infuriating, humiliating, and terrifying all at once, but somehow Nira had
ferreted out her identity, which meant that, until Adare found a solution to the
problem, she had no choice but to endure the endless cursing and the welts
crisscrossing her ass.

“Again,” Nira insisted.

The second morning of the pilgrimage should have been pleasant—the air
was cool and damp, the sun warm overhead, the reek of the city giving way
to the smell of grass and dirt and growing things. The buildings were gone,
replaced by wide fields, open sky, and the green-brown thread of the canal
flowing out of the south, bearing colorful, narrow boats loaded high and
bound for Annur. Adare couldn’t see all the far-off details through her
blindfold, but she could make out the colors, the generous contours of the
countryside, the space.

It was tempting to believe she had escaped, had eluded il Tornja’s reach
when she slipped the boundaries of the city, but whenever she glanced over
her shoulder she could still see Intarra’s Spear, surface dazzling with
refracted sunlight, a glass needle bisecting the northern sky. It had been her
home for twenty years. Now the sight of the tower made her hands sweat.
She tried not to look back.

Oshi rode atop the wagon, wrists protruding like sticks from his golden
pilgrim’s robe, eyes fixed on a pear he had been holding, uneaten, for hours.



He chewed at the inside of his slack cheek and hummed tunelessly as he
considered his fruit. Nira walked alongside, occasionally clucking her tongue
at the team of water buffalo. They had fallen into a wide gap between the
pilgrims ahead and those following behind, a space large enough that Adare
could almost forget that in order to flee from one foe, she had surrounded
herself with a group of others. It would have been nice to forget.
Unfortunately, Nira was having none of it.

“Get going, girl,” she said, thumping her cane against the side of the
wagon.

“My name is Dorellin,” Adare said wearily. “My father is a merchant....”

“What does he sell?”

“Cloth.”

“What kinda cloth?”

“Si’ite silk, primarily, although he supplements his trade with double-
dyed wool from up north.”

Nira blew out an exasperated breath. “Meshkent’s great buggering cock,
but you’re a thickheaded bitch.”

Adare colored with confusion and anger.

“What, exactly, is the problem with importing wool and silk?” she
demanded, her irritation getting the better of her fear.

“Primarily,” Nira replied, ticking the word off on a gnarled finger.
“Supplements. Importing.”

“They’re hardly obscure words,” Adare replied.

“Not if you spent your life pampered and petted in a palace.”

Nira’s accent and idiom seemed to shift as she spoke. In general the
woman’s speech was crude, crass, piled high with colorful expletives, but
some times, as now, she slipped into a more polished idiom, as though she
knew deep down how a woman ought to speak, but couldn’t be bothered
most of the time.

“According to the story, my father is rich. It’s plausible that he educated
me.”

“Oh, it’s plausible, all right, but we ain’t shootin’ for fuckin’ plausible—
which, by the way, is another bright, shiny word you ought not let slip past



those pouty lips. We’re shootin’ for utterly forgettable. These cretins”—she
waved a gnarled hand at the golden-robed faithful before and behind—*"are
near as thick as you, but they’re not utterly without brains. You want ’em
sayin’ to each other, ‘That Dorellin certainly is a bright young woman. She
speaks so eloquently, so insightfully.”” She raised an eyebrow. “You want
that?”

“The empire is filled with eloquent, insightful young women.”

Nira snorted. “Is it? Where’d ya learn that? In the years ya spent down by
the docks? Maybe it was all the time ya wasted loiterin’ around the
Greymarket, talkin’ to other merchants’ daughters.” She furrowed her brow.
“Well? How ’bout it? How many merchants’ daughters ya meet sitting on
your little princess throne?”

“Look,” Adare said, seeing the point but refusing to concede it, “I
appreciate your trying to help me, but I don’t think it’s working out. I'll be
just fine on my own. I think it’s best if we keep to ourselves, keep our own
counsel from here on. People are more likely to notice us talking than they
are to remark on a young woman walking quietly by herself.”

“More idiocy,” Nira snapped. “You got enough stupid to fill up a bucket.”

Anger abruptly boiling over, Adare turned on the woman, stepping
directly into her path, forcing her to stop. She stood more than a head higher,
and she used every inch of her height, leaning in close, the words tangling in
her throat before spilling out.

“I am an Annurian princess,” she hissed. “I am a Malkeenian, and, until I
fled the palace, I served as the Minister of Finance. I have no idea who you
are, or how you decided that I was your responsibility, but, while I appreciate
your aid, I will not tolerate either your treatment or your tone any longer.”

She realized, when she finished speaking, that she was panting, the breath
hot in her throat. The brief tirade had taken only a moment, and she had kept
her voice quiet enough that none of the other pilgrims seemed to have
noticed, but the cart following them was rapidly approaching, and Adare
turned abruptly, striding ahead, not looking to see if the other woman was
following. A band of fear tightened around her chest. It was one thing to
resent Nira’s ministrations, quite another to snap at the woman openly,



almost publicly. So far, she’d been trying to help, but if she turned on Adare,
she could end the whole fagade with just a few words.

Stupid, Adare muttered at herself. Rash and stupid.

After a few worried paces, she heard the woman approaching, cane
tapping on the stone flags. She was wheezing with the effort. No, Adare
realized, not wheezing. Nira was laughing at her. Relief welled up, followed
closely by a new surge of anger.

“You’re a stupid slut, all right, but at least ya got some spirit to ya. Now
go over it again, or I’ll tell this whole lot who y’are.”

Adare took a deep breath, quelling her temper, vowing not to let the
woman’s gibes get the better of her again. Merchants’ daughters might be
proud, but they weren’t as proud as princesses, and Nira’s insults weren’t
likely to be the last that Adare faced. She couldn’t afford to explode every
time she felt slighted, not if she wanted to survive the pilgrimage. Not if she
wanted to reach Olon, Vestan Ameredad, and the disbanded Sons of Flame.

Adare opened her mouth to rehearse her story once more when Oshi, from
his perch atop the wagon, abruptly began to weep. He sobbed with his whole
body, skinny frame convulsing, hands still clutching the pear just inches from
his face.

“No,” he moaned. “No, no, no...”

Nira grimaced and turned to the wagon, Adare forgotten. With surprising
nimbleness, the old woman climbed onto the loaded bed and seated herself
next to her brother.

“Knock off with that pissin’ and moanin’,” she snapped. “No one wants ta
hear a cracked old man sobbin’ over some ’Kent-kissing fruit.”

The words were hard, but Nira slid a hand in gentle circles over her
brother’s back as he wept. Oshi’s tears dampened his robe where they fell.
Seen from behind the blindfold, those wet patches on the golden cloth might
have been stains rather than tears, or burns in the fabric.

“It’s dead, Nira,” he sobbed, holding up the pear. “I killed it.”

“You didn’t kill it, ya old fuck,” she snapped, rooting in the wagon bed as
she spoke. “Whoever picked it killed it, and besides, it’s gotta be dead if ya
want to eat it, don’t it?”



Oshi just shook his head helplessly, then pressed his furrowed brow
against the pear, as though trying to commune with the fruit. After a little
more rummaging about, Nira came up with a rough clay bottle, unstoppered
it, moved the pear aside, and held the vessel to her brother’s lips.

“Here,” she said. “Have some of this. It’ll make ya feel better.”

Adare caught a whiff of some unfamiliar liquor, both potent and acrid.
Even at a distance, it made her eyes water, and yet Oshi slurped at it eagerly,
taking the bottle in his own hands and tilting it backward until Nira stopped
him.

“That’s plenty now. Bad enough listening to all your groanin’ without
having ya piss all over the wagon.”

Oshi relinquished the vessel reluctantly, and Nira recorked it, then set it
down inside the wagon’s bed out of the sun.

“Now eat your pear, ya crazy old bastard,” she said, handing back the
fruit.

The man took a small bite, tested the soft white flesh on his tongue, then
chewed it slowly.

“It’s sweet,” he said, as though marveling at the discovery.

“Of course it’s sweet, ya idiot,” Nira replied, draping an arm across his
shoulders. “Of course it’s fuckin’ sweet.”

Suddenly embarrassed, Adare turned away. There was nothing
remarkable about the sight, just an old man and an old woman sitting side by
side, one munching through a pear, the other watching him with a blend of
fondness and irritation, the whole thing transpiring in the open, beneath the
warm gaze of the sun. And yet, for some reason she couldn’t place, Adare felt
as though she were spying, witnessing a moment that should have been
private. Confused and chagrined, she stopped, looking out over the canal as
the wagon jolted on down the road.

It was impossible to imagine sharing such a scene with Kaden or Valyn.
Even as children, before they were sent away, there had been a distance
between Adare and her brothers, a gap of years and gender that proved
impossible to bridge. The boys’ invented adventures in the Dawn Palace
seemed so pointless, so childish, next to the very real politics and



maneuvering unfolding all around them.

“You should stay with your brothers,” Sanlitun told her once, when she
demanded to accompany him to yet another imperial audience. “You should
try to know them.”

“There’s nothing to know!” Adare had complained. She was eight years
old at the time, which meant Kaden was five and Valyn even younger.
“They’re babies. They play like babies and they cry like babies. I want to go
with you, to do something important.”

“They will not be babies forever, Adare,” Sanlitun replied, putting his
arm around her shoulder. “A day will come when they need you, especially
Kaden.”

And yet, despite the admonishment, he had allowed her to accompany
him, to sit silent and still on an upholstered cushion to the right of the
Unhewn Throne as he went about the business of the empire. And then, one
day, her brothers were gone, shipped away to opposite ends of the earth.

For years she had barely noticed their absence. Her studies consumed her
at first. Then, as she grew older, Sanlitun gave her more and more
responsibility: the greeting of foreign delegations, year-long apprenticeships
in the various ministries, short journeys beyond the city walls, always heavily
guarded, to observe the local estates and industries. When she reached her
fifteenth year, Sanlitun even had a second desk moved into his study, a
smaller version of his own, where she was allowed to work with him late into
the night, the two companionably silent as he reviewed the endless ephemera
of government and she studied whatever stack of maps or papers he set in
front of her.

She knew it wouldn’t last forever, that one day Kaden would return, that
one day her father would die. The knowledge had done nothing to prepare her
for the event. Now, with both her parents gone and her only home vanished
down the long road behind her, with nothing ahead but fear and uncertainty,
she wondered how it might feel to have a brother, two brothers, siblings who
understood something of what it meant to grow up in the Dawn Palace,
whom she could talk to about her father and mother, whom she could trust.
We wouldn’t even need to talk, she thought, stealing a glance at Nira and



Oshi, if they were just here.

She felt her eyes filling, and, forgetting about the cloth for a moment,
tried to scrub the unshed tears away with an angry swipe of her sleeve. There
was no telling where Kaden and Valyn were, no way to know if they were
still alive, and no promise she could rely on them even if they were. Wishing
was all well and good, but if her brothers were still alive clearly they were in
no position to do anything to help either her or the empire. They were
strangers, absent strangers. Despite the hundreds of pilgrims walking the road
before her and behind, despite Nira and Oshi sitting on the wagon a few
paces distant, she was alone.



10

The smoke was gone, and the shouting, and the rough stone beneath his feet.
Kaden had walked from darkness and chaos into daylight, the sun shining hot
overhead, warming his face, his hands. But the sun was wrong. At Ashk’lan it
never rose so high in the sky, not even during the summer solstice. And the
wind: warm and wet as a cloth drawn steaming from the wash and heavy with
salt. The sounds, too, wrong: a keen skirling of seabirds; a scrape like rough
steel across stone that Kaden recognized, after a moment, as waves. Gone,
the spice of juniper. Vanished, the chill stillness of the granite peaks.

In the emptiness of the vaniate he registered the impressions one after
another but felt no alarm, no surprise. These were facts, nothing more, details
of the world to be noted, tallied. This is the earth. This is the sky. No fear
attended the strangeness of the sight, no excitement its novelty. Here are the
small, fork-tailed birds darting into the waves. Here is the sea.

Kaden glanced back through the empty gate, half expecting to see smoke
and madness, to hear the shouted orders and cries of dismay from which he
had just fled. But there was no darkness. There were no shouts or cries. All
he could see beneath the arch of the kenta was a long line of unbroken swells,
swift and silent as they rode the ocean’s back. Altogether elsewhere—a
thousand miles off ... two thousand ... a few steps through the kenta—Valyn
was fighting for his life, fighting or captured, dying or dead. It was real, but it
didn’t feel real. It might have been a dream, all of it. It might never have
happened. The sun, the sea, the sky, all of it seemed too much, too present,
and suddenly Kaden felt like he was falling, unmoored from the ground
below, the sky above, cut free from his own self, and he turned, searching for



something more steady than the gray sea’s sway.

He stood on a grassy sward a few paces from the edge of a large bluff
where the ground plunged straight down—a hundred paces or more—into the
gnawing surf. Waves battered the rock, flinging spray into the air. The too-
high sun cast a crisp, foreshortened shadow of the kenta on the earth before
him, and after a moment, Kaden realized he was on an island, the whole thing
no more than a quarter mile around, edged with cliff on every side. Beyond,
the ocean stretched unbroken to the horizon, where heat blurred the line
between heavy air and the heavier water below.

Before he could take in more, a figure stumbled through the gate, lurching
into him, knocking him to the grass, shattering the vaniate like crockery. Not
Tan. Too small to be Tan. Fear flooded in, knife-bright and sudden. Someone
had followed him through the gate. It should have been impossible, but the
gate itself was already impossible. Someone was on top of him, fingernails
scratching at his eyes, hands groping for his neck, searching for some
purchase as he twisted beneath the weight. Confusion and anger followed the
fear, and he twisted out from beneath his assailant, struggling to protect his
face and throat, to bring his emotion under control once again, to wrest sense
from the chaos.

Long hair. Skin like silk. A scream like an animal makes when the jaws
of the trap snap shut. The smell of sandalwood.

“Triste!” he shouted, pivoting to bring his weight to bear. During his time
with the Shin he had wrestled plenty of panicked goats to stillness beneath
the shears, but the girl, lithe though she was, weighed more than a goat, and
the strength in her slender limbs surprised him.

“Triste,” he said again, bringing his voice under control, stilling his own
emotion and willing a similar stillness upon her. “You’re safe. Safe. You’re
through the kenta. They can’t pass...”

The words melted away as the girl relaxed against his grip, staring up at
him with those eyes of hers. Her nearness hit him like a slap, the press of her
hips as she shifted beneath him, the rise of her chest as she struggled for
breath. She was steady now, her panic drained away, and yet for the moment
he did not release her wrists.



“How are you here?” he asked. The last he’d seen of her she’d been
collapsed on the crumbling floor of the orphanage, overcome by smoke. Even
awake, she shouldn’t have been able to pass through the gates. That, after all,
was the whole point of his years of training. He heard Scial Nin’s words once
more in his mind: Men, whole legions, stepped through the kenta and simply
vanished. But then, here she was, skin warm as sunlight against his skin, full
lips parted slightly as her panting slowed.

“Kaden,” she said finally, releasing a long, shuddering sigh. His name
sounded strange on her lips, foreign, like an old dialect spoken only in prayer.

“How did you pass the kenta?” he asked again. Then, even more urgently,
“Is Valyn all right?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. I woke up coughing. It was dark.
Someone tried to grab me and I ran ... I fell ... here.” She glanced around,
awe and fear warring in her expression. “Where are we?”

Kaden shook his head. “Far away from where we were.”

Triste’s eyes widened, but before she could respond, Tan stepped through
the gate. Where the girl had stumbled, desperate, panicked, as though flung
from the violence of the far side, Tan moved quickly but deliberately. His
eyes were cold as water dredged from a winter well, reptilian in their
indifference, their distance. The vaniate, Kaden realized, wondering if his
own eyes had looked like that.

The monk scanned the island, glancing over the ring of impossible gates
as though they were so many withered junipers. He ignored both the wide sky
and the encircling sea, but when he turned his attention to Kaden and Triste,
something moved in those eyes, like the flicker of a great fish glimpsed
through winter’s thickest ice. His pupils dilated a hair and then he swung the
naczal spear around in a curt arc, bringing the blade to rest against the
fluttering pulse at Triste’s throat.

“What are you doing?” Kaden demanded, shock jarring the words from
his throat.

“Get off her,” Tan said quietly. “Move back.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Move back.”



“All right,” Kaden said, half disentangling himself from the girl’s limbs.
He reached toward the spear, to block it or push it back, then hesitated. The
smallest nick of the blade could kill Triste. “All right,” he said again,
standing, raising his hands. Emperor he may have become, but even the
harrowing events of the preceding week had not completely effaced the old
obedience of an acolyte. Besides, there was something new in the monk’s
voice, something sharp and dangerous. In all the months of Kaden’s
excruciating tutelage, he had heard indifference and disdain daily, but never
this deadly focus, not even when Tan had faced the ak’hanath. He studied the
monk’s face, but couldn’t tell if he remained in the vaniate. That frigid stare
of his pinned Triste to the grass where she lay sprawled, the Aedolian
uniform clutched about her. The bright tip of the naczal pressed at her throat.

“What are you?” Tan asked, each syllable distinct.

She glanced from Kaden to the surrounding sea, then shook her head.

“I don’t know what you’re asking....”

Tan flexed his wrist and the blade slid a finger’s width, smooth steel over
smoother skin. A moment later, blood welled in its wake: three drops, hot
beneath the hot sun.

“Stop,” Kaden said, stepping forward, his mind scrambling to make sense
of the scene. Moments before, they’d been struggling to escape the trap that
was the orphanage, all focus on the kenta and vaniate, and suddenly, when
Kaden wanted nothing more than to ask about Valyn, about the unfolding
fight, about whether his brother was still alive, Tan had decided to turn on
Triste. It made no sense. Triste was on their side. She had helped them to
escape, had fled alongside him from the Aedolians through the vertiginous
passes of the Bone Mountains, had, when the time came, played her part
perfectly in the ruse that allowed them to defeat Ut and Adiv. The livid slice
Pyrre had taken out of her cheek was proof enough of that. Kaden shifted
toward her, but Tan brought him up short.

“Don’t.”

“I’m not going to let you kill her,” Kaden said. His heart slammed against
his chest. He struggled to bridle it, to bring it under control, along with his
breath.



“It is not your choice,” Tan replied. “Even you can see that.”

Kaden hesitated. Triste’s blood stained the tip of the naczal.

“All right,” he said, stepping back a stride. “I can’t stop you, but I can
urge you to wait. To think.”

“It is you,” Tan replied, “who would do well to think. You might think
about how she came here. About how she passed the gate. Before you are so
quick to defend her, think about what it means.”

Triste, for her part, hadn’t so much as twitched when the blade cut. Her
panic from a minute before had vanished.

“What are you doing, monk?” she asked carefully. Tan had caught her in
an awkward position, half lying, half seated, but her body showed no strain.
Her voice, frayed with panic a moment earlier, didn’t waver. She might have
been reclining on a divan in the Dawn Palace.

“What are you?” Tan asked again.

“I’'m Triste,” she replied, though she did not sound like Triste. She
sounded older, braver, more certain. Kaden stared, studying her face as she
spoke. “We escaped from Ashk’lan together. We went to Assare. Someone
was attacking us just before I fell through”—she gestured with the barest nod
of her head—*“your gate.”

“I know your story, but it crumbles here. The Blank God is exacting. He
does not permit emotion, and yet you fell through thrashing and screaming.”

“Your theories are wrong and so you put a blade to my throat?” Triste
asked, arching an eyebrow. “It’s somehow my fault that you don’t understand
the kenta?”

It was wrong, Kaden thought. All wrong. He studied her face. Where was
the girlish innocence, the terror, the utter confusion that had poured off her
moments earlier? Why did Kaden himself feel a shudder of fear when he met
her gaze?

“I understand the kenta,” Tan replied, voice flat as a file. “It is you I do
not understand.”

“Tan,” Kaden began carefully, “maybe the gates have ... weakened
somehow over thousands of years. Maybe anyone can pass now. It’s possible
they don’t work the way we think.”



The monk paused. Behind and below them, the waves continued to gnaw
at the cliffs. Sweat had begun to soak Kaden’s robe.

“They have not weakened,” Tan said finally. “My order tests for such
things. Only Shin can pass the gates, and Ishien. And Csestriim.”

“No,” Triste said, shaking her head despite the blade at her throat. The
fear was suddenly back in her voice, blood-raw and rank, as though she was
just now awakening to her predicament. “I’m not Csestriim.”

Kaden tried to sort and assemble the new information—Tan’s accusation,
Triste’s confusion, her lightning-quick shifts from terror to steely defiance
back to terror, the sheer impossible fact of the gates themselves. For the
second time since stepping through the kenta, he felt he had come unmoored
from reality, lost on this fragment of land adrift in the sloshing sea with a
monk who was not a monk and a girl who might not be a girl locking eyes
over the haft of a spear left behind by a long-extinguished race.

“Tan,” he began, “what we need to do is—”

“Be clear on one thing,” the monk cut in, his low voice driving through
Kaden’s own like a chisel through clean wood. “You are Emperor of Annur,
but we are not in Annur. The fact that you have entered the vaniate means no
more than that: you have entered the vaniate. You still cannot see clearly, nor
think carefully, nor kill quickly, and all three may be required, and soon.
Your feelings still blind you to the facts of the world. You are not yet what
you need to be.”

“Here is a fact,” Kaden said. “She helped me.”

“A single fir is not the forest.”

“Meaning what?”

“Meaning there is more to her tale than helping you. Much more.” Tan
kept the naczal at Triste’s throat at he glanced over at Kaden. “Destroy what
you believe.”

Destroy what you believe. Another Shin aphorism. Another monastic
exercise on which Kaden had spent years.

You believe the sky is blue? What about night? Storm? What about
clouds?

You think you are awake? How quaint. Perhaps you are dreaming.



Perhaps you are dead.

Grimly, Kaden set to work. According to the story, Triste was meant as a
distraction, a lure to hold Kaden’s attention while the Aedolians went about
surrounding his tent and butchering the monks. If so, she had proven utterly
superfluous. He tried to imagine the scene without her—the arrival of the
imperial delegation, the feast, the vast pavilion ... Triste wasn’t necessary for
any of it.

And then there was her endurance through the high peaks, endurance to
match a Skullsworn assassin and two monks who had spent their lives
running in the mountains. Where would a girl raised on the velvet cushions of
Ciena’s temple learn to run like that? Where did she learn the ancient script
of Assare? How did she know anything about the ravaged city? And the
kenta ... how had she passed unscathed through a gate that should have
annihilated her?

Kaden forced himself to consider Tan’s claim. According to Sami Yurl,
the Kettral leader Valyn had slaughtered, the Csestriim were involved in the
conspiracy against his family, a claim buoyed up by the presence of the
ak’hanath. Would immortal creatures, creatures of godlike intellect and
perfect reason, give their plot wholly over into the hands of men, flawed men
like Tarik Adiv and Micijah Ut? Kaden stared at Triste, trying to see past his
own initial conception, to shatter the lens of belief. She looked like a young
woman, but the Csestriim were immortal; age did not touch them. And then
there was the stony calm she had showed just a moment before, as though her
mask had dropped....

“Hundreds of years ago,” Tan said, speaking as though they were all
seated around a table back in the Ashk’lan refectory, as though his spear
wasn’t leveled at Triste’s neck, as though she wasn’t bleeding, the delicate
red stream staining the collar of her tunic. She watched him with wary,
animal eyes, body tensed to flee. “During the final years of Atmani rule,
when the leach-lords and their massive armies clashed, turning farmland to
mud, blood, and ash, obliterating entire cities, two Ghannans from the hills
north of Chubolo risked their lives to save the local children.”

It wasn’t like Tan to linger over stories, but as long as the monk was



talking, he wasn’t killing Triste, which meant Kaden could pause, could try to
order his thoughts.

“The Ghannans,” Tan continued, “a man and woman, went from city to
city, town to town, sometimes arriving even as the dust kicked up by the
encroaching armies darkened the sky behind them. From their own fortune,
they were able to supply wagons and food. They were able to promise ships
waiting in Sarai Pol, ships that would take the children to Basc, where the
fighting had not yet reached. Parents thrust infants into their arms, lifted
sobbing toddlers into the beds of wagons, instructed the older children to care
for the younger, then watched as the caravan departed, pushing east just
ahead of the coming violence.

“As promised, the ships were waiting. And as promised, the children were
whisked away before Roshin’s armies swept across eastern Ghan. As
promised, they arrived in Ganaboa. They were saved. Then they
disappeared.”

“What does this have to do with me?” Triste asked, eyes wide. “With
anything?”

Kaden glanced at her, then turned back to the older monk. “Where did
they go?”

“For a long time,” Tan replied, “no one knew. The wars of the Atmani
threw the world into chaos for decades. Uncounted thousands died, first in
battle, then of famine, of disease. People weren’t able to protect their own
homes, to harvest their crops. Basc might have been on the far side of the
world. Parents prayed for their children, a few scraped together the coin to go
looking, but none found them.

“That took the Ishien. More than thirty years after the two strangers led
the children away, fifteen Ishien finally managed to follow the trail to the
southern coast of Basc. It is all jungle. Almost no one lives there, but tucked
away in the hills they found a small cabin, and beneath the cabin, a warren of
limestone caves, and in the caves, a prison, a vast prison.”

“The children?” Kaden asked.

Tan shrugged. “Were adults. Or dead. Or crippled. The Ghannans, on the
other hand, the man and woman who had saved them all—those two had not



aged a day.”

“Csestriim.”

Tan nodded.

Triste stared, aghast. “What did they want with the children?”

“To experiment,” the monk replied grimly. “To prod and to test. They
want to know how we work, how we are put together, why we differ from
them. They nearly destroyed us thousands of years ago, and while we have
almost forgotten, those Csestriim that survive have never given up the fight,
not for a single day.” He turned from Triste to Kaden, stare hard as a
hammer. “Consider the patience, to wait decades, centuries for the upheaval
necessary to lead away so many children. Consider the planning, to have the
coin stockpiled, the ships waiting at anchor, the caves and the cells prepared.
The Csestriim do not think in days and weeks. They work in centuries, eons.
Those who survived did so because they are brilliant, and hard, and patient,
and yet they look like you or me.” He nodded toward Triste. “Or her.”

“No,” Triste said, shaking her head once more. “I would never do
something like that. I’m not one of them.”

The monk ignored her, fixing his attention on Kaden.

“This is not something separate, some idle vendetta of my own that will
distract you from the answers you hunt. If she is Csestriim, she is a part of the
plot against your family and your empire. Erase Adiv and Ut from your mind.
This creature is the one carrying the truth.”

Kaden stared, first at the monk, then at Triste, trying to make sense of it.
She didn’t look like an immortal, inhuman monster, but then, according to
Tan, neither had the Ghannans who stole the children. Parents had entrusted
their families to the Csestriim.... Destroy what you believe. It all came back
to that.

“You can’t kill her,” he said finally.

“Of course not,” the monk replied. “We need to know more. But this
changes things.”

“What things?”

“The Ishien,” Tan replied. “I was wary of this course of action to begin. I
am doubly so now.”



Kaden considered the response. In all the time he had known the older
monk, Tan had never seemed really wary of anything: not Scial Nin, not
Micijah Ut or Tarik Adiv, not even the ak’hanath.

“You’re concerned,” he said slowly, “about what the Ishien will think of
Triste. About the fact that she passed through the kenta.”

“We don’t need to go,” she protested. “We can walk back through the
gate.”

“When I want you to talk,” Tan said, pressing the blade against her neck
firmly, “I will tell you.”

Triste opened her mouth to protest, then thought better of it, sagging back
onto the grass, exhausted and defeated. Kaden wanted to comfort her
somehow, to assure her that everything would be all right, but, when he
searched for the words, found he had no comfort to offer. If she was what
Tan claimed, his comfort would mean less than nothing.

“What will the Ishien do if they decide she is Csestriim?” Kaden asked.

The monk frowned. “The Ishien are unpredictable. In their long fight
against the Csestriim, they have carved away much that made them human,
not least of which is their own ability to trust. The Ishien believe the Ishien.
Everyone else is a fool or a threat.”

“But you were one of them,” Kaden said. “Will they listen to you?”

“It will depend almost entirely on who leads them.”

“Who does lead them?”

Tan frowned. “A northerner named Bloody Horm, but he has been gone
from the Heart for decades.”

“Gone?” Kaden asked, shaking his head.

“Hunting Csestriim,” Tan replied, “among the Urghul or the Eddish.
What matters is who leads the Ishien now, in his stead.”

He paused, considering Triste. She watched him with frightened eyes, the
way a hare watches the hunter when he comes to pluck it from the trap.
“Regardless, bringing her may purchase a measure of respect. Fewer
Csestriim walk the world than in the past. The Ishien find them very rarely.”

“She’s not some sort of token for us to barter,” Kaden said.

“No. She is far more dangerous than that.”



“I’m not what you think,” Triste said quietly, hopelessly. “I don’t know
how I walked through that gate, but I'm not what you think.”

Tan watched her for a while. “Perhaps,” he said finally, then turned to
Kaden. “You should remain here. It will be safer. I will bring the girl and
speak with the Ishien.”

Kaden stared at the windswept island. “Safer?” he asked, raising his
brows. “Any one of your Ishien could walk through these gates at any time. If
they will distrust me arriving with you, they might murder me if they find me
here unexpectedly.” He shook his head. “No. I started this. I will see it
through. Besides, I need the Ishien. You might learn what I need to know, but
I need to talk to them, to forge some sort of relationship.”

He had no idea how Triste had passed the kenta, no idea how Tan’s
former brothers would respond to her sudden arrival or his own, no idea what
he would do if it turned out Triste was lying, but the old fact remained: the
Csestriim were involved in the plot against his family, they had killed his
father, which made Kaden Emperor. He didn’t rule Annur—not yet—but he
could do this.

“I’m going,” he said quietly.

Tan studied him for half a dozen heartbeats, then nodded. “There is no
safe path.”

“Please,” Triste begged quietly. “Before I came through the gate, you
were trying to convince Kaden not to go.”

“It is because you passed the kenta that I changed my mind.”

“Why?” she whispered.

“There is no other place where I am more likely to learn the truth about
you.”

Triste turned to Kaden, eyes wide and frightened.

“Kaden...”

He shook his head. “I need to know, Triste. If it’s not true, I’ll see you
free, I’'ll take you away myself. I swear. But for my father, for my family, I
need to know.”

The girl turned away, body sagging in defeat.

Tan gestured to Kaden. “Take the belt from your robe. Bind her. Use the



slaughter knot.”

“And her feet?”

“A short hobble. We are not going far.”

Kaden glanced around himself once again. The kenta through which he
had entered was not the only one on the island. Dozens of the slender,
delicate gates ringed the periphery, as though the entire block of land had
once supported an enormous tower. He imagined some awful storm toppling
the structure—buttresses and corbels, ramparts and flutings, all of it—into the
sea, leaving only the doors, dozens of stone arches open as silent mouths.

“These are the gates,” he said, shaking his head even as he slipped the
belt from his robe. “This is what Nin described: the gates kept by the
Malkeenian kings.” For the first time, he started to understand the power such
gates could bring. To move from one end of the empire to the other in a few
strides ... it was little wonder Annur had remained stable over the centuries
while other kingdoms fragmented and fell. An emperor who could cross from
northern Vash to western Eridroa in a handful of steps would be almost a
god. He half expected to see his father emerge from one of the kenta, chin
bent toward his chest in that way he had when he was thinking. But no ...
Sanlitun was dead. The gates were Kaden’s responsibility now.

“Work,” Tan said, gesturing toward Triste.

Kaden knelt beside her, knees pressing into the damp earth. She met his
gaze, even as he rolled her onto her stomach, his hands rougher than he had
intended. He was used to trussing up sheep and goats, not men or women,
and his belt dug deep into her soft flesh as he pulled it tight.

“Leave a loop,” the older monk said. “To guide her.”

“You’re enjoying this,” she said, disgust thick in her voice.

“No,” Kaden said quietly. “I’m not.”

She clenched her jaw as he pulled the rope tight, but refused to look
away. “I didn’t spend my whole life in Ciena’s temple without learning
something about men. Ministers or monks—you’re all the same. Makes you
feel good, doesn’t it? Strong.” Kaden couldn’t tell if she was about to sob or
snarl.

He started to respond, to insist that the whole thing was just a precaution,



but Tan cut him off.

“Do not attempt to argue with her. Finish the work and have done.”

Kaden hesitated. Triste glared at him, tears standing in her eyes, then
looked away. Not, however, before he had carved a saama’an of the rage and
fear, the betrayal etched in her expression. He took a deep breath, then
twisted the cloth once more before finishing the knot. A goat could slip free
of such a loose knot, but Triste was not a goat, and he refused to cinch the
rope any tighter. Still, the whole thing felt wrong. I’'m not hurting her, he
reminded himself. And if Tan’s right, all this is crucial. The thinking was
sound, but he could feel what the Shin called the “beast brain” prowling,
agitated, inside the steel cage of reason.

He straightened from his task, then, at the monk’s direction, pulled her to
her feet. She swayed unsteadily. Tan’s naczal never left her neck.

“That way,” he said, gesturing with his head toward a gate on the far side
of the island. “The girl first.”

“You don’t need to do this,” Triste began. She ignored Kaden, spoke
through him to the older monk as though he didn’t exist. And for all the good
I’'m doing her, I suppose I don’t. He was surprised to realize the thought
stung, and he went to work on the emotion, grinding it out as one would grind
a stray ember from the hearth beneath a heel. Tan did not respond, just
pressed slightly with that spear of his until Triste stumbled forward.

“Which one leads to the Dawn Palace?” Kaden asked carefully.

Maybe the older monk was right, maybe Triste was Csestriim, and evil,
and bent on some nefarious purpose; in that case, Kaden would do what was
necessary. Could he bring himself to kill her? He tried to imagine it, like
butchering a goat, a quick pull on the knife, blood urgent as breath, a final
spasm, and it would be done. If it turned out that Triste was in some way
responsible for the slaughter at the monastery, for the deaths of Akiil and
Nin, for Pater, for his father, he thought he could do it. But if she was not, if
it were Tan whose vision was clouded, well then, the time might come when
acquiring his own knowledge of the network of gates would prove crucial.
“Are they marked in some way?”

“None leads to the Dawn Palace,” Tan replied. “Nin spoke the truth about



the Malkeenians and the kenta, but the Csestriim built more than one
network. Your lineage knows nothing of this island, these gates. Nor do the
Shin.”

Kaden frowned. “Then how do you...”

“The knowledge of the Ishien is older than that of the Shin, more
complete.”

The monk stopped them in front of one arch identical to the rest. Up
close, Kaden could see the script carved into the keystone, a word or words;
it was hard to be certain how many. Evidently there were scholars back in
Annur who could read those sharp angles as though they’d been raised on the
language, but Kaden, of course, had been afforded no opportunity to study
with the scholars of Annur.

He eyed the arch, curiosity and caution warring within him, but it was
Triste who spoke.

“Where does it lead?”

“You cannot read it?” Tan asked.

The girl bit her lip but refused to respond.

“You choose a strange time to begin your deception,” the monk observed.
“You read a similar language in Assare.”

“I’m not Csestriim,” Triste insisted. “Even if I can read it.”

“What does it say?” Tan pressed.

“Tal Amen?” Triste said finally. “No. Tal Amein.”

Kaden shook his head.

“The Still ... Self?” she translated, squinting as she did so. “The Missing
Heart?”

“The Dead Heart,” Tan said finally.

Fear slicked a chill finger along Kaden’s spine. The arch looked like the
rest of the arches: slender, still, almost inviting. Through the open space he
could see the black-tailed seabirds darting into the waves, sunlight shattering
off the broken panes of the sea. There was no telling what lay on the other
side, but Tan’s translation promised something less inviting than this lost
island.

“The Dead Heart,” Kaden said, trying out the words. “What is it?”



“It is dark,” Tan said. “And cold. Hold your breath as you step through
the kenta.”

“Who goes first?”

“She does.” The monk nudged Triste forward with his naczal. “If the
guards decide to loose their shafts, better her chest for the broadheads.”



11

The Flea was waiting.

Even as Valyn rolled to his feet, shielding his head with one hand from
the rubble still raining down from above, retrieving with the other the blade
he had tossed away from himself while falling, even as he scanned the room
for his Wing through the kicked-up haze of smoke and stone dust, even as he
tried to slow the hammering in his chest, to see the scene clearly, to fucking
think, he knew something was wrong.

It’s too bright, he realized, squinting about him, flexing his left elbow,
which felt badly bruised but not broken. It’s lit.

The realization punched him in the gut. He had fallen from near total
darkness into a chamber hung with lanterns. Even in the smoke, he could see
Talal lurching to his feet across the room, see Laith pressing a hand against
the side of his head. The flier’s twin blades lay on the ground just a pace
away, but a pace, in a tight spot like this, might as well have been a mile.
Gwenna had made the jump, too, and Annick, all according to plan, and yet,
as Valyn’s eyes adjusted to the light, his stomach soured further. The light
came from Kettral lanterns, tactical lanterns almost identical to his own, three
spread around the perimeter of the room.

He squinted.

His Wing was not alone. There were other figures in Kettral black, figures
Valyn recognized all too well from his long years on the Islands, men and
women with blades out and bows drawn, arrows trained on his chest.

“Just stop, Valyn, before someone gets hurt.”

The Flea’s voice, again, although this time it was coming, not from



above, but from one of the exterior windows. A moment later, the Wing
leader stepped through, down into the room, nodding as he surveyed the
rubble.

“Rigging the floor was smart,” he said. “Risky, but smart.”

“A man who takes no risk will rot,” the Aphorist observed.

The Flea’s demolitions master, a short, ugly man with a long, ugly beard
and bright eyes, slouched against a doorway on the far side of the room,
flatbow pointed at Gwenna. “Valyn was right to trust the girl. She knows her
work.”

“Fuck off, Newt,” Gwenna snarled at him. She had sheathed her swords
before blowing the floor, and crouched empty-handed, eyes fixed on the
Aphorist. “I’ll bugger your ugly ass with a starshatter before this is over.”

A few paces away Sigrid sa’Karnya made a harsh rattling noise deep in
her throat. Despite her pale skin, the Flea’s leach was the most beautiful
soldier on the Islands, a stunning blond woman from the northern coast of
Vash, but the priests of Meshkent had cut out her tongue years earlier, and
aside from hand sign, the only language remaining to her was a set of guttural
hacks and scrapings.

“My gorgeous friend here,” the Aphorist translated affably, “takes issue
with your language.”

“Tell your gorgeous friend that I’ll go to work on her next,” Gwenna spat.

Sigrid didn’t respond. She just fixed the younger woman with those bright
blue eyes and dragged the tip of her belt knife—the only weapon she had
bothered to draw—along the inside of her own arm. A line of dark blood
welled up behind the steel. She pointed the blade, still dripping, at Gwenna’s
throat. Gwenna wasn’t afraid of much, but Valyn saw her swallow heavily.
Back at the Eyrie, Sigrid’s reputation for beauty was matched only by the
stories of her cruelty, and though the Flea had been a fair, if demanding
trainer, the rumors surrounding his Wing were much darker.

“How did you know?” Valyn coughed. His head throbbed, and he could
taste blood, hot and bitter on the back of his tongue. He felt the dark anger
rising inside him, anger at Gwenna for blowing the floor before his order.
Anger at himself for failing to outthink the Flea. Jaw clenched, he waited for



the wave of fury to pass. No one was dead. That was the important part.
Despite the explosion, despite all the drawn steel, no one was dead. There
was still time to talk, to negotiate. It was still possible the Flea wasn’t trying
to kill them at all, that they could work something out. Valyn just needed to
keep the arrows from flying a little bit longer. “How’d you know we were
going to blow the floor?”

The Flea shook his head. “We’ve been doing this a long time, Valyn.” He
sounded weary rather than triumphant. “You did well, with the camp and the
escape. Against a lot of other Wings, you’d be free now, and we’d be cursing
as we dusted off our blacks.”

Valyn smiled bleakly. “But we’re not up against the other Wings.”

The Flea shrugged. “Like I said, we’ve been doing this a long time.” He
gestured toward Annick. “Now tell your sniper to put down her bow. Then
we can talk.”

Aside from Valyn’s own drawn blade, Annick was the only one who had
managed to bring a weapon to bear: her string was drawn, the arrow’s point
fixed on the Flea. If it bothered the other Wing’s commander to stand a
finger’s twitch from death, he didn’t show it. His lined face didn’t show
much of anything.

There were plenty of vets back on the Islands who looked like Kettral
from their boots to their brains, all muscle and jaw. Not the Flea. Short and
dark, middle-aged and pockmarked, with gray hair hazing his scalp, he’d
always looked to Valyn more like a farmer stomping in after a long day in the
fields than the most successful Wing commander in the history of the Eyrie.

“We shouldn’t disarm,” Annick said. “Not after last time.”

“I wasn’t there last time,” Blackfeather Finn interjected in his deep,
urbane baritone, “but a precise observer would be obliged to note that you’re
not exactly armed in this situation.” The Flea’s sniper sat reclining against
the doorframe, flatbow cradled in the crook of his arm. He might have been
the Flea’s opposite—tall, olive-skinned, clean somehow despite the rigors of
the mission, and almost preposterously handsome. He smiled apologetically,
teeth white in the lamplight. “Annick and Valyn are the only ones actually
holding weapons—for which I commend them—and even Valyn is missing



one of his blades.”

“Who else is here?” Valyn asked, ignoring the sniper, trying to see the
whole picture, to formulate some kind of plan. “What other Wings?”

“There’s a few looking,” the Flea acknowledged, “but this is a big range
of mountains. Guess we’re the only ones that found you.”

So it was five against five if it came to a fight. The sudden brightness of
the lanterns dazzled, and Valyn squinted, trying to make sense of the room.
No sign of Chi Hoai Mi, the Flea’s flier. So five on four, maybe, giving
Valyn’s Wing the numbers, not that the numbers were worth a steaming pile
of shit, not when you were pinned down and exposed. Not when you were
fighting other Kettral.

Slow down, Valyn reminded himself. No one’s fighting yet.

The Flea sucked something out of his teeth and nodded toward Annick
again. “So. About putting down that bow...”

“You understand,” Valyn said, studying the other Wing leader for any
hint of his intentions, “that it’s a risk. You’ve got the drop on us as it is. If
you’re lying...” He shook his head. “You’re asking me to take an awful
chance. To put my Wing in danger.”

The Flea pursed his lips as though considering this. “Thing is,” he replied
finally, “there are the chances you take because you want to, and those you
take because you have to.”

The Aphorist nodded. “Seeing a door is not the same as unlocking it.”

“And please,” the Flea went on, “tell Talal not to do anything dumb.
Usually, we’d knock out a leach right away, but I’ve left him conscious as a
courtesy. A gesture of good faith. We all know what he’s capable of, and if
he gets twitchy, someone’s going to have to shoot him.”

Talal met Valyn’s eyes. Sweat glistened on his bare scalp. Though the
night was cool, Valyn’s own blacks were likewise drenched, and his heart
battered at his ribs. Kettral lore was filled with stories of Wing commanders
in similar situations—outmaneuvered, overmatched, caught wrong-footed—
who somehow managed to string together a series of desperate gambits to
save their Wing. Only, Valyn was all out of gambits.

Any action, any attack, could only end in defeat and death. Even Annick’s



arrow, so carefully trained on the Flea, would probably be swatted down by
Sigrid’s strange powers before it left the bow. Valyn hated disarming, but, as
the Flea said, you took some chances because you had no other choice. His
elbow throbbed and his head ached. His throat felt too dry to speak, but the
words came out clearly enough.

“Stand down. Talal, Annick, everyone just stand down.”

Annick hesitated a moment, then lowered her bow. Talal looked relieved.

“Sometimes,” Newt said, nodding in approval, “it is the fool who fights,
and the fighter who folds.”

The Flea ignored him.

“Where’s the other one?” the Wing leader asked, “the woman with the
knives?”

Valyn shook his head. “I’m not sure.” He hadn’t seen the Skullsworn
since her boots had sent Triste running panicked through the gate and caused
Gwenna to blow the floor. She should have fallen, just the same as everyone
else, but Valyn could see no sign of her.

“‘Not sure’ makes me nervous,” the Flea said, flicking a sign toward
Blackfeather Finn.

“She makes me nervous, too,” Valyn replied. “She’s not with us.”

“Sure looks like she’s with you. Don’t lie to me, Valyn. We’ve been
watching. We know about the monks, about the girl. Where are they, all of
them?”

Valyn hesitated, unsure how much to reveal. According to Tan, no one
else could pass through the gate. Kaden was free. Safe. At least, that was the
theory. Valyn couldn’t see any reason to put it to the test before he had to.

“I’m not sure where they are,” he said again.

The Flea’s lips tightened. His fingers darted through another two or three
signs. Valyn didn’t recognize them.

“You’re playing games, Valyn,” the Flea said, “and there’s too much steel
out for games.”

Sigrid and the Aphorist shifted to cover Finn’s position as the sniper rose
to his feet. Flatbow leveled, he stepped into the dark hallway beyond the
doorframe, paused, then groaned.



“What?” the Flea asked.

Finn turned back, his mouth open, gestured with one hand—a graceful,
florid little motion, as though he were getting ready to take a bow—to the hilt
of a knife plunged in his chest. He stood there a moment, blood flecking his
lips, then fell. The Flea was shouting orders before the body hit the floor.

“Burn it, Sig. Newt—get hunting!”

For half a heartbeat Valyn just stared at the body. Two things were clear:
Pyrre had killed Finn, and no one had killed Valyn himself. Before he could
think it through further, a series of detonations rocked the hallway. The
empty doorframe, murky black a moment earlier, erupted in a fog of blue
flame. Sigrid’s work, Valyn realized, a leach’s kenning rather than munitions.
If Pyrre was out there, she was dead now, but Newt darted through the fire
anyway, blades drawn, while Sigrid flicked a dismissive hand at Annick and
Talal. They reeled as though struck, the sniper’s arrow careening off through
an open window as she struggled to keep hold of her bow.

The Flea’s Wing was fully in motion, and Valyn hadn’t moved. None of
his Wing had. He shifted his weight, stepping backward to create space just
as the Flea attacked. Valyn knocked aside the first blow, parried the second,
slid under the third, the man’s double blades raining down in a series of
forms too fast for Valyn’s mind to follow. He abandoned thought, letting his
body do the work it had been trained for, that the Flea had trained him for,
parrying and slicing, stabbing and riposting, lunging and countering ... and
then it was over, fast as it had begun, his own sword forced wide by one of
the Flea’s blades, the soldier’s other steel pressed against his neck.

“I didn’t know...” Valyn said.

The Flea shook his head, eyes hard. “You killed Finn.”

Valyn glanced over his shoulder toward the sniper’s crumpled form.
“Pyrre—" he began.

“Save it,” the Flea cut in. “We’re done talking.”

Valyn stared. It was a hopeless position. Beyond hopeless. The Flea could
slice his throat with the barest twitch of his wrist. The fight was over; it had
been over from the beginning, really. Only ... Valyn’s mind scrambled for
purchase on the situation. The Flea hadn’t killed him. No one had killed him.



Despite the madness unfolding all around, his entire Wing was still shouting,
fighting. Which meant the Flea wanted to take them alive. It was a slender
thread to hang his own life from, but Valyn had nothing else. He took a deep
breath, raised his hands as though in surrender, then, with a roar, half fear,
half fury, he lunged forward, directly into the sword’s bright point, tipping
his head back to bare his neck more fully.

For half a blink he thought he’d fucked up and badly, killed himself on
the other man’s blade, but the Flea was as fast as Valyn had hoped. The Wing
leader cursed, yanking his weapon awkwardly aside, and Valyn seized the
advantage, bulling directly ahead, knocking the man hard into the wall,
gaining just enough space to pull free and bring his own weapon to bear once
more.

“That was stupid,” the Flea said, shaking his head.

“Look—" Valyn said, raising a hand.

Before he could finish the sentence, something whistled past his ear, a
soft, almost timid flutter, and the Flea jerked back. One of Pyrre’s knives
sprouted from his shoulder. Not a bad wound, but had the man not moved it
would have taken him straight through the neck. Without pausing, the Flea
shifted stance, putting his good arm forward, letting the hurt one drop into a
low guard. If the pain bothered him, he didn’t show it, but the distraction had
put a space between them, and Valyn used it to glance over his shoulder.

The Lord of all Chaos had unleashed his full fury upon the room.

The advantage, so skewed toward the Flea at the start, had changed
dramatically with Pyrre’s appearance and the death of Blackfeather Finn.
There was still no sign of Chi Hoai, which meant that Valyn had the
numbers, six to three, and Newt had gone after the Skullsworn, ineffectually,
it seemed, which made five to two inside the room itself.

Unfortunately, the advantage didn’t seem to be doing them much good.
Sigrid’s attack had snapped Annick’s bowstring, and Gwenna’s demolitions
would be suicidal in the tiny space. That left the four members of Valyn’s
Wing facing Sigrid. It should have been good odds, but the blond leach had
managed to hold her ground, twin blades naked, one of the two dripping
blood. As Valyn watched, Gwenna went down cursing, clutching at her knee,



and Laith reeled backward, battered by another invisible attack.

Valyn turned back to the Flea barely in time to knock aside the flat of the
other man’s blade. The flat. Valyn stared. Even now, even bleeding from the
shoulder, the Flea wasn’t trying to kill him. That the two Wings were fighting
at all looked more and more like a horrible mistake.

Valyn parried two more attacks, stepping back to buy space, time. If he
and the Flea were alone in a room, they could talk things out, but they were
not alone. Behind Valyn, steel rang viciously against steel, Laith and Gwenna
were cursing, and Sigrid’s unnatural fire continued to rake the chamber. The
Flea might be pulling his punches, but the rest of his Wing was not, not
anymore. Valyn couldn’t blame them. Somewhere back there crumpled on
the crumbling stone floor lay Blackfeather Finn, the man who had taught
them all to shoot. He was fucking dead.

Valyn stared at the Flea, trying to think of something to say, some way to
stop the madness. There were no words. Some things you just couldn’t take
back. The only goal now was to get clear, get free, before more people started
dying.

He beat away the Flea’s weapons with a vicious fury of blows, then spun.
“The doorway,” he bellowed to his Wing, slashing a sword behind him to
cover his retreat. “Get the doorway.”

As though summoned by the words, Newt crashed back into the room,
reeling unsteadily, blood sheeting down his face from a vicious gash across
his scalp. Valyn smashed him out of the way with the flats of his blades. The
Flea was closing again, and from across the room, Laith was shouting and
waving. He’d taken the doorway, he and Talal. Valyn lunged toward it, but
halfway there a sharp, hot punch in the back of the shoulder slammed him
forward into the floor. A flatbow bolt, he realized, as the pain erupted
through his back, straight through the muscle, and lodged against the bone.
He tried to push himself up, but his wounded shoulder buckled beneath his
weight, and his chin smashed against the floor. Were they trying to kill him
finally, or just slow him? There was no way to be sure.

Pain and confusion clamped a dark hand over his eyes, and Valyn fought
against the beckoning oblivion. The bolt hadn’t killed him, but the sharp head



ground against the bone every time he moved, each hot swell of agony
threatening to drown him.

“Get up, you bastard!” Someone was shouting in his ear, hauling him
forward by the armpits. Gwenna, he realized. “Get up!”

Valyn bit into the side of his cheek hard enough to draw blood, the bright
new pain somehow balancing the old, holding it at bay. His arm should have
been useless below the shoulder, but he could feel a knotted strength even in
the mangled tissue, some sort of animal endurance. You can move, he
growled to himself, or you can die.

He moved.

Annick and Talal were in the doorway, the leach grimacing with
concentration. Both were bleeding from half a dozen minor wounds, but
Valyn himself seemed to have the worst of it, and even with one arm, he
could still fight. Annick had managed to get her shortbow restrung in the
madness—he had no idea how—and she was laying down covering fire,
hands moving so fast Valyn couldn’t track the motion. He shoved Gwenna
through the doorway in front of him, then followed, crashing to the floor as
another arrow whispered overhead.

“How the fuck did they get in?” Laith demanded, panting hard.

“I would be tempted to place more emphasis,” Pyrre said, stepping from
the shadows, “on how we are going to get out.” The assassin held a slender
knife loosely in each hand. A constellation of fresh blood—evidently not her
own—flecked her face, but other than that she looked calm, relaxed, as
though she’d just come from chopping carrots for the evening meal. With the
back of her hand, she brushed a few stray strands of hair from her forehead.

“We’re not going anywhere,” Gwenna snapped. She was hunched over,
fingers busy with some munitions Valyn couldn’t make out. “We’re fucking
winning.”

“I do like winning,” Pyrre mused. Then her arm flicked out, one of the
two knives streaking end over end through the doorway. “But your old
friends are quite good, and I think it might prove a disappointment were we
not to continue winning.”

Valyn rounded on her, rage taking him by the throat, blotting out



everything but the assassin’s face. He brought his sword level with her neck
in a single smooth motion, and despite the new blades in her hands, blades
that she seemed to keep drawing from some inexhaustible supply, she made
no move to resist. If anything, she looked amused by his sudden fury.

“Are you planning to kill me?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “Before
you do, I’d like to observe, in my defense, that I seem to be the only one here
capable of actually beating your talented colleagues.”

Something coiled and furious, some beast buried deep in Valyn’s brain,
was snarling at him to kill her, kill her, kill her. It would be simple enough, a
single gesture and it would be done. With an effort, he held the sword steady,
forced down the voice, dragged a few jagged words from the depths of his
chest.

“Killing them is what started all this....”

Pyrre waved a knife dismissively. “They started it,” she said, “when they
crept up on us in the night with weapons drawn.”

“I could have talked them down,” Valyn spat.

“Really?” she asked. An arrow whistled past Valyn’s head, then another
as he threw himself against the wall. “They don’t seem like the
conversational type,” Pyrre continued.

Two more arrows. They were shooting blind with all the smoke.
Evidently, the Flea had given up on taking people alive.

“What’s the play?” Laith called. He’d taken up point a dozen paces away
at the head of the stairs while Annick and Talal continued to hold the door.

“Kill her or don’t kill her,” Gwenna said, her fingers a blur as she rigged
the charges, “but quit fucking talking.”

“Don’t kill her,” Annick said. “We need her.”

“Valyn,” Talal groaned. “Please hurry.”

Valyn locked eyes with the Skullsworn, his blade hovering at her throat.
“No more deaths,” he ground out.

Pyrre pointed down the hallway with a knife. “Why don’t you tell that to
them?”

“No more killing,” he said again.

“I like you, Valyn,” Pyrre said. “You’re a nice young man with a strong



sense of civic virtue. But I don’t work for you.”

Valyn took a breath, pressed his blade against her throat until it just drew
blood. The assassin didn’t pull back. She didn’t even flinch.

“Are you willing to die for this?” he demanded.

She smiled. “I don’t think you understand. Skullsworn are always willing
to die. It’s what makes us different, you and me. It’s what makes me better.”

“Valyn!” Laith snapped.

One more heartbeat, then Valyn let the blade drop. He hated the woman,
hated her for what she was, for the fight she’d so casually caused, but now
the fight was on, and Annick was right, they needed her. The exchange had
taken only a few moments, but moments were everything when the arrows
were flying.

“Stay close,” he told the assassin. “If you fall behind, I’ll leave you for
the Flea.”

He didn’t wait for her to reply, turning instead to the open doorway,
running the options. The Flea was bottled in the room, but he wouldn’t stay
bottled for long. Chi Hoai was still out there somewhere, but that was just
tough shit; there was no time to go inching down the hallway looking in
every room.

“They’re regrouping,” Annick called, ducking back behind the doorframe
as a flatbow bolt skittered off the stone where her head had been.

There would be no more chances, that much was clear. Not with
Blackfeather Finn’s blood smeared all over the floor. There were only three
possibilities now: they could run, they could kill, or they could die.

“Gwenna,” he said, grabbing the woman by the front of her blacks. “Two
starshatters in the doorway.”

She shook her head. “They’ll bring down the whole ’Kent-kissing place.”

“Do it!” he bellowed, digging in his belt pouch for the Kettral whistles.
There was no way to know if the birds were still circling, if they were still
alive, even, but sometimes you had to roll the dice. If they could win free of
the building, if they could get out on the ledge, they’d have a chance. Blind
grabs were risky; a bird without a flier was less precise, less predictable. A
blind grab from a cliff ledge in the darkness was near madness, but even



madness seemed preferable to going toe-to-toe with the Flea’s Wing now that
they’d had a chance to regroup.

“Talal,” he said, glancing over, “can you screen the door?”

The leach was panting, and sweat poured off his forehead. For a moment
Valyn thought he hadn’t heard the question; then he nodded.

“All right,” Valyn said. “Gwenna—smokers in the room. Talal, throw the
shield. Gwenna, starshatters here. Then we go. I’'m going to bring the bird in
hard. It’s gonna be a goat fuck, but we’re getting out of here.”

He took a ragged breath. The flatbow bolt tore at his shoulder with each
movement, a bright bar of pain through his flesh, but it was only two levels
down to the ledge. He’d lived through Hull’s Trial; he could make it down a
couple flights of stairs.

“Bringing the bird in hard sounds very exciting,” Pyrre said, “but I worry
it might pose problems for those of us who are ... less experienced.”

Valyn cursed. The maneuver was going to be difficult enough for his own
Wing, and they had thousands of hours of training. There was nothing to be
done for it now, though. If they waited for ’Ra to settle, they were all dead.

“Just stay by me,” he said, “and you’ll be fine.”

Pyrre raised an eyebrow, ran a finger along the tiny slice Valyn left on her
neck. “How reassuring.”

Valyn started to say something more, something about cueing in early on
the trace strap and the importance of flexing with the takeoff, but an
explosion ripped the words away, seemed to tear the very air itself in half,
knocking the wind from his lungs and leaving him breathless. A moment later
Gwenna staggered from the smoke, head gushing blood, one arm clutched at
her side. Valyn seized her with his good arm, and a moment later Talal
appeared on her other side.

“I’m fine,” she screamed, but he could feel her sagging against his grip.

“Let’s go,” he shouted, hauling on Gwenna, bulling his way down the
hall. “Go!”

Pyrre glanced back toward the explosion, threw another knife, although
Valyn couldn’t see that there was anyone to throw at, slipped two more from
somewhere in her coat, and followed.



They burst from the building onto the broad ledge. After the dimness and
smoke inside the orphanage, the pale rock seemed to positively glow in the
moonlight, and Valyn sucked in the fresh air, feeling, for the first time, that
they might just survive. He put the silver whistle to his lips, then blew a few
short bursts, hoping to Hull he was thinking clearly through the chaos and the
pain. His plan, which had seemed so sound before the Flea attacked, now
looked like the most ludicrous fantasy. Not that there was any time to change
it.

He looked up, scanning the windows above. Smoke poured out of them in
great, gray billows. That, at least, would give them a little cover as they fled
across the ledge. It was impossible to say just where the Flea’s Wing was,
whether or not Gwenna’s starshatters had killed anyone, but once Valyn’s
Wing ventured farther out onto that ledge they would be ducks for anyone
with a bow and a clear shot.

“Where’s ’Ra?” Laith hissed at Valyn.

“It’s a whistle, not a ’Kent-kissing leash,” Valyn snapped, scanning the
darkness for some sign of the bird. “And I’'m not calling ’Ra.”

The flier stared. “Are you insane? How do you expect to get out of here?”

Valyn ignored the question.

“There,” he said after a moment. The bird was little more than a silent
smudge on the darkness. She was coming in at a low angle—standard blind-
grab posture—that would put her right over the center of the ledge.

“I’m waiting for the next instruction,” Pyrre said.

Talal stared at her, evidently realizing the problem for the first time.

“Tell me it’s just like mounting a horse,” the assassin went on, then
frowned, “although I was never much good with horses.”

“There’ll be two straps,” Valyn said, heart hammering as the bird
approached. “Get a hold of the lower of the two.” He turned to the group.
“We’re all underneath, which means three to a talon. Talal and Laith, you’re
with Gwenna....”

“I can make the grab myself,” she growled, but her face was as pale as the
stone, and it looked as though simply standing was an effort.

“Just make sure she gets on the bird. Annick and Pyrre with me on the far



talon. Remember we’re on the edge of a fucking cliff, so blowing the grab’s
not an option, dropping is not an option. Get on and stay on, I don’t care if
your shoulder rips out of the socket. You fall”—he waved a hand toward the
darkness—“you’re gone.”

“It’s all well and good to talk about it,” Laith said, gesturing furiously,
“but we’ve got to move if we’re going to make it.”

Valyn laid a hand on his flier’s arm. “Not yet.”

“What in Hull’s name are you waiting for?”

Valyn stared at the bird until his eyes hurt. Had he misgauged the
situation? There were so many variables, so many things that could go
wrong. If he’d made the wrong assumption about one of them, then the
rest ...

Then the second bird appeared, above and behind the first.

“Oh,” Laith said, staring.

“Tell me it’s Chi Hoai,” Valyn said, voice tight. The flier could recognize
the various kettral far better than Valyn ever would. “Tell me that second one
is the Flea’s bird.”

“It is.” Laith sucked a worried breath between his teeth. “She’s going to
tear Yurl’s bird out of the air.”

Valyn blew the second whistle just as Chi Hoai struck. She had the height
and the angle both, and her own kettral seized Yurl’s by the back of the neck.
The lower bird shrieked as claws sank into her neck and shoulders, as the
hooked beak plunged again and again, savaging her eyes. A kettral could
slice through a horse with those talons. Valyn had watched them hunt back
on the Islands, watched them snap the heads off of sheep and carry off whole
cows in their claws. Yurl’s bird twisted in midair, screaming as she tried to
fight, but the fight was over, or as good as. Chi Hoai was already pulling her
own mount back.

Then Suant’ra hit.

She smashed down from above like a ton of falling rock, silhouette
blocking the stars, stabbing at the other kettral with her beak, raking the
wings with her talons. Chi Hoai’s bird shrieked, her own prey forgotten, and
rolled in the air, trying to come to grips with her assailant. The two tumbled



from view, tearing furiously at each other. For a moment Valyn could only
stare. The whole thing had worked as he’d planned—the bait, the attack, the
counter—until ’Ra disappeared. If all the birds were gone, they were
stranded. The Flea’s kettral might be dead, but the Flea himself was very
much alive.

“Into the tunnels,” Valyn shouted, pointing with his blade. It wasn’t what
he’d hoped, but hoping too hard was a good way to get dead. Once inside the
actual cliff, they could disappear. They could figure out later how in ’Shael’s
sweet name they were going to get out of the mountains without ’Ra. If they
lived that long.

Laith, however, was shaking his head. “No!” he shouted. “We have to
wait for the grab!”

“”Ra’s gone!” Valyn said, taking him by the blacks and shoving him
toward the cliff.

The flier shoved back. “She’s not gone. She had the speed and the
elevation. She’s just tangled up! We have to wait for the extract!”

A flatbow bolt struck just at Valyn’s feet, raising a line of sparks as it
skittered away across the ledge.

“They have the range,” Pyrre observed, shifting to put Valyn between
herself and the orphanage.

“I know my bird, Val,” Laith said, lips drawn back in a snarl. “I know
her. You gave her every chance and she will win. We just need to hold for a
few more heartbeats.”

“There’s no cover,” Talal said. “We can’t hold here.”

“The tunnels,” Valyn said, grabbing Gwenna under the arm. “Now. ”

As he said the last word, however, a great winged shape rose up over the
ledge, screamed once at the stars, and came to rest on the very lip.

“That’s *Ra!” Laith yelled, surging forward.

Even in the moonlight, Valyn couldn’t be sure, but Laith was already
running. As Hendran wrote: Sometimes the good leader has to quit leading
and trust his men.

Valyn swallowed a curse, hauled Gwenna around, almost passed out as
the bolt in his shoulder grated against the bone, and then, with a brief prayer



that everyone else was doing the same thing, ran as hard as he fucking could.



12

Cold like a fist to the heart. Sudden, frigid darkness pressing against his
chest, on his face, in his unseeing eyes. The vaniate shivered a moment, then
sloughed away like a violently molted skin, and when Kaden opened his
mouth to shout, icy brine forced its way down his throat, into his lungs,
strangling him. Underwater, he realized. Too late to call back his squandered
breath.

He started to grope for the gate, to try to haul himself back through into
the light and the air, then realized that to enter the kenta in such a state of
agitation invited an annihilation even swifter than that offered by the sea. He
forced his body to stillness, willing his mind to follow. Dim lights flickered
around the edges of his vision, but whether they were real or the product of a
mind starved for air he couldn’t be certain. His body convulsed while his
lungs tried to heave a breath where there was no breath to be had. Panic
prowled the edge of thought, hungry, circling closer as the cold clamped
down.

Breathe, he told himself, and then follow the breath. He raised a hand to
his mouth, feeling for the bubbles as they trickled through his fingers, forcing
himself to wait a moment to be sure. Then, with legs like lead, he kicked for
the surface.

He broke from the relative silence of the water into chaos. Someone was
thrashing a few feet away, and men were bellowing—two or three voices
piled on one another: Stop ... Kill them now ... Put the bow down. The air
was almost as frigid as the water and only slightly brighter. A few torches
gave off more smoke than light, illuminating what seemed to be a stone



chamber, a small grotto carved out by the sea. Kaden twisted in the water,
mind desperately sifting the various shadows, searching for the source of the
voices, for a place to haul himself to safety. A quick, hard blow caught him
on the lip, driving his face back under the surface. He came up, the lights
spinning across his eyes, mouth filled with blood and brine. Triste was still
tied, he realized, tied and drowning.

He caught her beneath the arms.

“Still,” he gasped, trying to hold her up. “Be still.”

A moment later Rampuri Tan’s shaven head breached the water and with
it, his voice:

“Memory,” he ground out, as though intoning the opening passage to
some lost ritual, “is the heart of vengeance.”

Triste finally stopped her flailing elbows, and Kaden took a moment to
seize a full breath. The passage through the kenta had practically drowned
him, but the older monk spoke with his normal implacable force.

The other voices fell silent. Someone cursed. Then:

“And vengeance is the balm of memory.”

“I am Rampuri Tan.”

“I am Loral Hellelen.”

“Keep your bows on the girl,” Tan said, hoisting himself from the water
onto a small stone shelf, ignoring the sodden weight of his robe as he stood.
“She is more than dangerous.”

“And the other?”

Kaden still couldn’t see the speaker, but he stroked weakly toward the rim
where Tan had emerged, dragging Triste behind him.

“He is with me,” Tan replied. He had not relinquished his naczal when he
stepped through the kenta, and the blade glinted in the dusky light. “Watch
the girl.”

By the time Kaden reached the low shelf, his muscles had gone rigid with
cold. It was all he could do to hold on to the stone with one hand while
keeping Triste’s head above the water. He could feel her trembling beside
him, shivering uncontrollably. Wet hair plastered her skin, and her lips had
gone a blue so dark they looked black in the smoky light.



“Kaden,” she whispered between chattering teeth.

Before he could respond, two men lunged from the shadows, seized her
by the elbows, and lifted her, shaking, from the water.

“Careful,” he said. “She is tied. You could hurt her.”

The guards ignored Kaden, dragging Triste roughly onto the stone shelf
while he hauled himself, sodden and shivering, into the cold air.

Only after he had coughed the last salt water from his lungs, then
straightened, could he finally take in his surroundings. When he first passed
through the gate he thought himself submerged in the ocean somewhere, but
now he could see that they had surfaced inside a large chamber, perhaps
fifteen paces across, walls and ceiling cut from the same undressed stone. In
the center, the black waters of a pool glistened in the torchlight. The place
reminded him faintly of Umber’s, back in the Bone Mountains, but where
Umber’s Pool was open to the wide arc of the sky, this room was dark and
cold, cut off from everything by the cave’s roof.

The Ishien, too, were nothing like the monks he remembered. Despite
Tan’s warning, Kaden had expected them to look vaguely familiar. Instead of
robes, however, the three men in the chamber, two of whom pinned Triste
roughly against a wall, wore greasy leather jerkins and sealskin. None had
shaved their heads, and though only one had a proper beard, a week’s worth
of stubble obscured the jawlines of the others. Most striking, the Ishien were
clearly warriors; each wore a short sword at the hip and carried a loaded
crossbow. The speaker had leveled one of those crossbows directly at Tan.

“Rampuri,” he said, the word ringing like a curse.

“Point your weapon at the girl, Hellelen,” Tan responded.

“I will point my weapon where I please.”

Kaden stilled his shivering and tried to read the scene. Loral Hellelen
looked to be around Tan’s age, a tall, wiry Edishman with a rough blond
braid running halfway down his back. He might have been handsome once,
but a cadaverous hollowness had gouged away his cheeks and sunk his eyes
in pits so dark they looked bruised. Kaden watched those eyes carefully.
They glittered in the torchlight, bright, almost feverish. Hellelen’s finger
stroked the trigger to the crossbow.



“It was a foolish gamble, stepping through that gate after twenty years.”

Kaden glanced over at Tan. No one at Ashk’lan had ever called Rampuri
Tan a fool, but if the older monk was nonplussed, it didn’t show.

“Only a gamble if the old ways have slipped.”

“Don’t speak to me of slipping,” the blond man shot back. “It was you
who left your post.”

“And I have returned.” Tan gestured toward Triste with his naczal.
“Perhaps with one of the Csestriim. She passed through the gates. Untrained.
Unprepared.”

Confusion registered in Hellelen’s eyes, then shock. After a moment’s
hesitation, he shifted his crossbow from Tan, pointing it instead at the young
woman pinned against the wall. “She is too young to be Csestriim.”

Tan shook his head. “She is a woman grown, though the clothes obscure
the fact.”

“And she passed the kenta.”

Tan nodded.

“We don’t know what it means,” Kaden added quietly, careful to keep his
voice level, reasonable. “She might be Csestriim, or she might be ...
something else.”

Hellelen glanced in his direction, narrowed his eyes at the sight of
Kaden’s own blazing irises, then snorted. “Ah. The princeling.”

“He is the Emperor now,” Tan observed.

“Not here, he’s not,” Hellelen spat. “This isn’t your palace,” he said, “and
we’re not your monks. If I have a question for you, I will ask it. If I do not
ask, keep your imperial mouth shut or, however short your sojourn in the
Dead Heart might be, you will spend it inside a cell.”

Kaden glanced over at Triste where she stood trembling against the cold
stone wall, arms trussed behind her, crossbow bolts leveled at her heart and
head.

“This doesn’t make sense,” he said. “Triste has helped me, has helped us,
at every step. We’d be dead without her. Even if she is Csestriim, I want her
to be treated well.”

Hellelen sucked air between his teeth. “You think you know the



Csestriim?” he demanded, voice like a file running over steel.

Kaden shook his head.

“You think you understand how they think? You want to walk in here and
start lecturing us, lecturing me on what does and does not make sense?” He
took a step toward Kaden, sudden fury scribbled across his eyes, the
crossbow swinging around to point at Kaden’s heart. “I will show you—"

The words cut off as Tan slid the haft of his spear between them, blocking
the Ishien’s approach.

“Hellelen,” he said quietly, “you would do better to focus on this
creature,” indicating Triste, “rather than lecturing the Emperor of Annur. If
she is Csestriim, she is involved in a plot to destroy the Malkeenian line.”

“The Malkeenian line,” Hellelen snorted, “long ago abandoned its post.”
He stared at Kaden. “Do you even know what those gates are for?”

“I do,” Kaden replied. “They are a tool. One that can be used to hold
together an empire and to fight the Csestriim both.”

“Let me guess which one you’re more concerned with.” Hellelen shook
his head in disgust. “I heard how someone gutted your father. What
happened? The same men come after you?”

“It may be more than men,” Kaden replied. “As you say, we face the
same foe.”

He glanced over to where Triste shivered against the wall. Guilt stabbed
at him, sharp and jagged as a stone caught in a sandal. He set the pain aside.
It was already clear the Ishien cared nothing for pain, Triste’s or his own.

“The girl is at the center of it,” Tan said. “At the center of your fight, and
Kaden’s. You may find you have more in common with the Emperor than
you think.”

Hellelen watched her awhile, then spat onto the stone. “I knew the Shin
were weak, but you, Rampuri? I didn’t realize you were so eager to scrape
before a throne.”

Tan ignored the gibe, and after a few heartbeats Hellelen turned back to
Triste, staring at her awhile, then blowing out a long, slow breath between his
teeth. “A female, is it?” He prodded her cheek with the tip of the crossbow
bolt. “We could learn much from a female.” His voice had gone tight with



something that sounded like anger or hunger. “You’re certain she is
Csestriim?”

“You listen poorly,” Tan replied. “Nothing is certain, but the signs are
there. We can discuss them in more detail once she is secure. Take her to a
cell.”

Hellelen narrowed his eyes. “You’re not in charge here, monk.” He spat
the last word. “You were never in charge.”

Kaden recognized the disgust in Tan’s gaze from moments in his own
training. “I will tend to her myself, then, while the rest of you bicker. Stand
well back. She is faster and stronger than she appears.”

“What about your beloved sovereign?” Hellelen demanded. “He is to
simply wander free through the Heart?”

Kaden wanted to object. He never expected to command the Ishien, but as
the Emperor of Annur, he shared with them a common task: the guarding of
the gates. He had hoped for civility at least, for mutual respect. He had hoped
that he would have some say in Triste’s treatment. But, as the Shin were fond
of saying, You cannot drink hope. You cannot breathe it or eat it. It can only
choke you.

Coming to the Ishien was starting to look like a mistake, and a grave one
at that, but there was little he could do to correct his decision while standing
unarmed and heavily guarded beside the frigid pool. Maybe Triste was
Csestriim, and maybe she was not. Either way, she deserved to be treated
decently, gently, until she proved herself a threat. He wanted to say that one
more time, but it was pointless. He had no traction in the situation, no
leverage. With an effort, he stifled his fear and anger, slid all expression from
his face, then stepped back.

Tan fixed Hellelen with a stare. “Kaden is my pupil,” he said, “not my
sovereign. I would tell you to leave him free, but, like a child, you dislike
being told.”
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The Ishien didn’t shut Kaden in a cell, but they didn’t trust him, either.
Trant’s presence was evidence enough of that. Hellelen had ordered the other



man to “escort and guide” Kaden while the rest of them, Tan included,
bustled off down a different corridor, dragging Triste roughly behind.

“Escort and guide” sounded welcoming enough, but when Kaden asked to
follow the others, Trant refused. When he asked where Triste had been taken,
Trant said he didn’t know. When he asked to see the commander of the
fortress, Trant muttered that the commander was busy. Kaden chafed to know
what was going on, to begin unraveling even a part of the tangled conspiracy
that had killed his father, but Trant didn’t know the answers, and he wouldn’t
let Kaden near anyone who did. There was little to do aside from follow, and
so Kaden followed, misgivings mounting.

The Dead Heart was unlike any fortress Kaden had ever encountered: no
curtain walls or gates, no crenellations or arrow loops. The twisting passages
and low ceilings, the utter lack of windows, suggested that the whole thing
was underground, hacked out of the stone itself, lit by smoky lanterns and
smokier torches, the air cold and damp, freighted with salt and sea. At
junctures in the passageway, Kaden could sometimes make out the dull
susurrus and slosh of the waves. When that faded, there was nothing but the
scrape of boots, the irregular drip of water into cold pools, and everywhere
the sensation of weight, of thousands of tons of rock pressing down from
above, silent and invisible.

Only when they finally reached a narrow hall filled with long tables and
reeking of salt and stale smoke did Trant finally stop, gesturing Kaden to a
bench while he filled two battered trenchers with steaming white fish, then
seated himself across the table. For a while Kaden thought the man intended
to eat in silence, sucking soft flesh from the bones, prodding at his meal with
filthy fingers as though it displeased him.

If Trant had a family name, it had not surfaced. Like the rest of the Ishien,
he wore a heavy sealskin cloak over oiled leather over wool, and like the rest
of the Ishien, a short blade hung at his hip. Matted, tangled hair hung halfway
to his shoulders, and he had a habit of sweeping it from his eyes when he
spoke. If he had bathed in the past week, the water had had little effect on the
grime caked beneath his fingernails and into the wrinkles of his knuckles and
Wrists.



Back at Ashk’lan, Kaden would have been whipped for such slovenliness.
Another reminder, if one were needed, that the Ishien were not the Shin.
Where the monks were cold as winter granite, solid as a hard frost, these
soldiers, Trant very much included, struck him as less ... hale. Not that they
were weak or enfeebled, but the reek of smoke and sea on their clothing, the
hooded shadow in each gaze, the feral intensity to all speech and movement
struck him as wrong, somehow. Unnatural.

Finally Trant looked up, found Kaden’s gaze upon him, and frowned.

“It’s an island,” he said, gesturing vaguely around by way of illustration.
“The whole thing.”

Kaden blinked. “An island? Where?”

“No,” Trant replied, eyes sly above a mirthless smile. “No, no, no.
Secrecy is survival. Do you know Kangeswarin? Of course you don’t. That’s
something he said. Wrote. Secrecy is survival.” He intoned the words as
though they were scripture. “The Order hasn’t kept its freedom this long just
to come under the thumb of some upstart emperor now.”

“I have no interest in bringing you ‘under my thumb,’” Kaden responded,
careful to keep his voice level. He had hoped for deference and prepared for
defiance. Trant’s casual dismissal, however, the apparent indifference of
everyone in the Heart, was not a response he had reckoned on. His whole
purpose in visiting the Ishien was to learn what they knew, perhaps to forge
an alliance, and here he was defending himself to a filthy, low-ranking
soldier in the mess hall. “I am hardly an upstart,” he continued. “My father
was Sanlitun hui’Malkeenian. I trained with the Shin, as have all those of my
line. I have the eyes.”

Trant narrowed his own eyes, sucked at a morsel of fish stuck between
crooked teeth. “The eyes,” he mused, as though he had not considered that.
“You do. That’s true. You do have some eyes. Long time ago there were men
could tell the Enemy by the eyes.”

“The Enemy?”

“Childkillers. Builders. Graveless. Call them what you want. The fucking
Csestriim. Long time ago, there were some could tell the Csestriim by the
eyes.”
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Trant stared at a blank space of wall, as though expecting the Csestriim to
materialize from it. Like a goat in the early stages of brainworm, his eyes
twitched erratically. He seemed unable to still his hands. Kaden shifted
uneasily in his seat.

“The Csestriim didn’t have burning eyes—” he began, but Trant cut him
off, waving a hand.

“Yes, yes. I know. The Malkeenians. Intarra. The Emperor. I know.” He
squinted. “Or it could be a trick. A kenning.”

“A trick?” Kaden asked, trying to find his balance in the conversation.
“I’m not a leach. And why would I play a trick?”

Trant raised his eyebrows in surprise. “A thousand reasons. Ten thousand.
Man might fake the burning eyes to milk coin out of fools. To seduce a noble
lady. To seduce just about any silly-minded slut, at that. To stir up war. To
avoid war. Just to lie. To lie. For the unbridled joy of deceit.” He paused,
shaking his head, then bulled ahead. “A man might lie about his eyes,” he
continued, voice rising, “to unseat an entire dynasty. To drive an empire to
wreck and ruin.”

Kaden shook his head. “It is my empire. I have no desire to see it ruined.
That is why I am here.”

“So you say,” Trant muttered, turning back to his fish. “So you say.”

“Are you so distrustful of everyone?”

Trant leaned back in his chair abruptly, dark eyes glittering in the lantern
light. He seemed unable to hold a position for more than a few heartbeats.
“More. I’'m giving you the benefit of the doubt because you came in with
Tan.” He paused, waggled a finger across the table. “But you also brought the
Childkilling whore.”

Kaden leaned back, caught off guard by the sudden hatred in the man’s
voice, the sheer red boiling fury of it.

“Triste hasn’t killed any children,” Kaden replied, shaking his head.

“That you know of. That you know of. Tan said she was Csestriim.”

Kaden started to argue the point, then checked himself, remembering
Tan’s tale of the Ghannans and their ships filled with orphans. Trant didn’t
seem the type to be convinced through rational argument, and Kaden was no



longer quite sure that the rational argument was on his side anyway. “Are you
going to hurt her?” he asked instead.

“Me?” Trant asked, raising his eyebrows and poking himself in the chest
as though to be sure of the question. “Am I going to hurt her? Oh no. No, no,
no. I don’t hurt the prisoners. I’'m not allowed to hurt the prisoners. That’s for
the Hunters.”

“The Hunters?” Kaden asked, worry prickling the back of his neck.

Trant rapped a fist against the side of his head. “Trouble hearing? The
Hunters, I said. The ones in charge. When there’s hurting to do, they do it.
Been that way since before your empire. Since before the Atmani, even.” He
nodded sagely, as though pleased with the order of things.

Kaden shook his head, trying to follow the baffling account. “What are
you? What’s your role?”

“I’'m a Soldier,” Trant said, pounding his chest with a fist. “Soldier,
seventh rank.”

“How many ranks are there?”

Trant grinned, revealing a row of brown teeth. “Seven.”

“Will you ever be promoted?” Kaden asked. “To Hunter?”

The Ishien stared at him as though he’d gone mad. “It’s not a rank,” he
said, shaking his head. “Hunter’s not a fucking rank.”

“What is it?” Kaden asked, taken aback.

“I’ll tell you what it is,” Trant said, leaning far over the table, eyes wide.
He waved Kaden closer with his knife, close enough that Kaden could smell
the reek of his rotting teeth. “It’s a blessing, is what it is. A blessing.”

Kaden hesitated. All the talk of Hunters and Soldiers seemed to be
making Trant more and more agitated. He rocked front and back, as though
seated atop a lame horse, and watched Kaden with febrile intensity.
Suddenly, the wisest course seemed to be finishing the meal in silence,
saying and doing as little as possible to disturb Trant further. But then, if
Kaden was going to forge any kind of trust with the Ishien, if he was going to
convince them to work with him, to share what they knew, he needed to
understand them, and at the moment, the only person who could explain the
workings of the Dead Heart was Trant.



“What makes the Hunters Hunters?” Kaden asked finally, carefully.
“How do you decide?”

“Decide?” Trant laughed bleakly, scratching suddenly at a vicious scar on
his forearm. “We don’t decide any more than you decided to have those eyes.
Some men have it inside them. It. The blessing. Some don’t. Just ... don’t.”
He paused, eyes darting off toward the roof, as though reliving something.
“Learned that clearly enough in the purging.” He seemed, abruptly, to be
talking about himself.

“The purging?”

Trant sucked in a great breath, then bared his teeth. “The purging. The
passage, we call it, sometimes. Sometimes just the pain.” He shivered, his
whole body trembling. “The ’Kent-kissing pain. It’s how they sort the
Hunters from the Soldiers, how they see who has the gift.”

“What is it? The purging or passage?”

“What? What? It’s what it fucking sounds like, is what. Pain on top of
pain piled on pain. Weeks of cutting and burning,” he continued, almost
shouting as he pulled open his jerkin. A web of scars stretched across his
chest, old, brutal wounds that had healed poorly. Kaden jerked back, but
Trant was too absorbed in his account to notice. “Cutting,” he said again,
drawing the word out as though tasting it, “and burning, and breaking. The
fucking breaking. Drowning. And cold. Again and again, over and over until
you shatter,” he said, stabbing at his own skull with a finger. “Until you break
up here.” He shivered himself still, then turned his eyes on Kaden. “The
pain,” he said again, more quietly, as though that explained anything.

Kaden stared for a moment, corralling the horror stampeding through his
chest, taming it. “Why?” he asked finally.

Trant shrugged, abruptly and utterly indifferent to the torture he had just
relived so vividly. “Sometimes what breaks off,” he said, “is the feelings.”
He snapped a bone off the fish carcass, sucked at it. “You know—Ilove, fear,
fucking hope. Sometimes the pain chips them right off. At least, it does for
the ones with the gift. The ones who can use the gates. Those are the ones in
charge, the Hunters.”

For a while Kaden just watched the man eat. When Tan warned him,



when he explained that the Ishien were nothing like the Shin, Kaden had
thought he was talking about differences in culture and outlook, changes in
the methods and modes of training. Even after arriving in the Dead Heart,
after seeing Loral Hellelen and the others, after having a loaded crossbow
pointed at his chest, the gap had seemed wide, but bridgeable. Now ...

Kaden tried to make sense of what Trant had just described. Clearly the
Ishien had their own way of achieving the vaniate—if it even was the vaniate
—a way that had nothing to do with meditation and discipline, silence and
persistence. It sounded as though they were tortured, all of them, brutally
tortured, and those few who went numb as a result became the leaders, while
the rest ... Kaden watched Trant suck broth from his wooden bowl. The man
hummed a tuneless song, the same few notes over and over.

Then another thought struck Kaden like a blow across the face.

“And Tan...” he said.

Trant looked up from his bowl, nodding eagerly as broth dripped off his
unshaven chin.

“Um-hmm,” he said. “Yes. Yes. Rampuri Tan was a Hunter. Almost as
tough as Bloody Horm, least in some ways. A Hunter.”

Kaden exhaled slowly, measuring his pulse. “Will you talk to them for
me?” he asked. There didn’t seem to be more than a few score men in the
entire fortress. Kaden had heard enough to understand that Trant didn’t make
the decisions, but he would have access to the people who did. “Your
commander needs to know that Triste helped me to escape. She deserves
some decency.”

“Oh. Decency. Oh. The Emperor wants to talk about decency.” Trant
dropped his voice and his eyes both, muttering to himself, but no sooner did
Kaden lean in than he started upright, slashing a rigid hand through the air
between them. “Do you know ... Do you know what the Enemy did to us?”

For a moment he just snarled wordlessly, lost in his rage. “You hear about
the Atmani all the time—Roshin, Dirik, Rishinira, the other three....
Everyone tells stories about the fucking leach-lords, about how they killed
people and shattered the fucking world, but let me tell you this ... the Atmani
were nothing next to the Csestriim. They were leaches, sure. Somehow they



were immortal, at least till someone put a knife in them. But at least they
were human. Everyone talks about the Atmani and no one’s warning anyone
about the Csestriim. It’s like everyone just forgot.

“With the Csestriim it wasn’t just killing, it was slaughter. You know,
murder. Kids. Thousands of kids.”

He leaned across the table, eyes bulging from their sockets. “They. Tried.
To. End. Us.

“So when you talk to me about decency, you know, about treating that
bitch you brought with decency, what I say is fuck decency.”

“Triste might not be Csestriim,” Kaden said, trying to keep his compass
in the maelstrom of emotion. “She has feelings. Fears and hopes.”

“No,” Trant said, body suddenly still, voice quiet. “That’s what she wants
you to think. They know how all this works.” Grinding a finger into his
temple. “They know how to use it against us. You understand? You
understand what I’'m telling you?”

Kaden started to protest, then stopped himself. Worry about Triste nagged
at him like a cracked rib, but for the moment there was nothing he could do.
He didn’t know where she was, didn’t even really know where he was, and,
though the Dead Heart appeared surprisingly empty, there were still enough
men with bows and blades to keep him neatly penned wherever they wished.

Learn first, he told himself, then act.

“Scial Nin told me about the Ishien,” he said, trying to change the subject.
“You were the first monks, the predecessors of the Shin.”

Trant snorted. “Not monks.” He frowned, turning back to his fish. “Not
ever monks.”

“Then what?”

“Prisoners. Slaves. Beasts to be prodded, and poisoned, and gutted.” He
punctuated each word by stabbing the fish with his knife. Abruptly, he pulled
the blade from the bones and waved it around him. “This place, this fucking
place, was our pen.”

Once more Kaden considered the heavy stone walls. “The Csestriim built
this.”

Trant nodded. “Builders. Oh, the bastards were builders, all right.”



Kaden frowned. “Why? I thought they just wanted to destroy us. Why
build prisons?”

“Ever see a cat?” Trant asked, then snapped his teeth at Kaden, clawed at
the air. “They don’t just kill, no. Nope. Cats—they tease, they toy, they taunt.
Same thing with the Enemy ... they wanted to see what we’d do. It’s all
here,” he insisted, waving his hand toward the walls. “All here. Scrolls,
codices, all of it. They filleted some of us like fish, cut the eyelids off others.
What’s wrong with us—that’s what they wanted to know. What’s wrong?”
His lips twisted into a grimace. “It’s all here,” he muttered. “Bastards wrote it
all down. It’s all here.”

Trant was staring at him wolfishly, and after a moment Kaden turned
away to look at the chamber once more. The weight of the place had grown
more oppressive, as though too much blood had soaked into the stone, as
though history had its own stench that no amount of salt water could ever
fully expunge. The Dead Heart wasn’t a fortress at all, it wasn’t even a
prison; it was a grave, and the Ishien who stalked the halls were like the
ghosts of men, still fighting a war they refused to let die. This was the place
to which Kaden had insisted they come, the place to which he had
unwittingly brought Triste. This charnel pit was Tan’s home. The chill of the
air settled deeper into Kaden’s flesh, pricking at his clammy skin. He wasn’t
a prisoner, not exactly, but it wasn’t at all clear that he could leave.
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Night saved them, night and the heavy clouds that obscured their flight as
they clutched the bird’s talons, rising free of the shattered city, then from the
canyon itself, rising, rising, with what felt like agonizing slowness, until they
were clear of the highest peaks, buried in darkness and cloud. Valyn had no
idea whether Suant’ra had killed the Flea’s bird, no idea if Chi Hoai Mi was
alive, or if the Flea himself was following. That fear kept him awake through
the first part of the escape. The fear and the pain.

As the night wore on, however, as ’'Ra winged unevenly westward
through the achingly cold night, it was all he could do to stay conscious in his
harness, to brace himself against the buffeting gusts of the bird’s massive
wings, to keep his numb fingers wrapped around the strap overhead. He
couldn’t draw a bow, not with the quarrel buried in his shoulder, could barely
even hold himself upright, and yet he was faring better than both Gwenna and
Talal.

Gwenna slumped unconscious in her harness, having succumbed to her
vicious head wound as soon as they were in the air. Annick had lashed her to
’Ra’s talon with a length of rope, which kept her from spinning free in the
wind, but the slackness of her jaw and the way her eyes rolled back in her
head had Valyn worried.

Talal was faring a bit better. An arrow had punched into his leg during the
chaos of the grab, and though he was managing to stand on the far talon,
Valyn could tell from the angle of the shaft that the steel head was buried
close to the bone. Getting it out would prove both dangerous and time-
consuming, and, in a best case, the wound would slow the leach.



Most worrisome of all, at least at the moment, was the fact that ’Ra
herself was struggling, the normally effortless beating of her wings irregular
and labored, her great body listing to port. Valyn had read about fights
between wild kettral, but, aside from a few harmless skirmishes between
hatchlings, he’d never witnessed one. How ’Ra could fly at all after trading
blows with the Flea’s bird Valyn had no idea, but fly she did, albeit weakly.
He couldn’t even guess where Sami Yurl’s bird had ended up in the chaos.

We’re alive, Valyn reminded himself. We got out.

At least, he hoped they had. There had been no sign of the Flea’s Wing
since Assare. It was possible, more than possible, that Chi Hoai was dead, her
kettral was crippled, and the rest of the Wing was stranded. On the other
hand, the two birds hadn’t been out of sight for that long, not long enough to
be certain of anything, and trusting to someone else’s failure made for shit
strategy. And so, for hour after hour he stared east, vision blurred by his
wind-whipped tears, searching in the stacked columns of cloud for some sign
of pursuit. His eyes ached, but at least the effort took his mind off his own
pain. Nerve-fraying as it was, staring into the empty darkness was better than
looking at Gwenna’s limp form.

He’d managed to do his job—Kaden was clear, Valyn’s own Wing was
alive—and yet all he felt, aside from the wracking pain in his shoulder, was a
sick slosh of guilt and anger. Guilt for the injuries to Gwenna and Talal;
anger at Pyrre for starting the fight and at himself for not stopping it; and yet
more guilt for Blackfeather Finn.

They might be part of the plot, he reminded himself. They could have
been keeping us alive for questioning, for torture. It was possible, but the
possibility didn’t change the fact that a man Valyn had liked and admired was
dead.

An hour out, he called a short stop. He hated to do it. Landing turned
them into a grounded, stationary target, but they needed Laith on top of the
bird, not strapped in beneath, they needed to regain something like a fighting
configuration, and Valyn wanted at least a few moments to look over Talal’s
wound and Gwenna’s.

“I’m fine,” the leach said, grimacing as he straightened his knee. “I’m not



going to die of a leg wound.”

In fact, there were plenty of ways to die of a leg wound—the Eyrie
medical archives were packed with them—but Valyn wasn’t going to press
the point. If the leach could stand, he could fly, and for the moment, flight
was imperative.

Gwenna’s case was more troubling. Valyn refused to light a lantern, but
her normally pale skin looked even paler, ashen to his night eyes, and though
she winced and cried out when he searched through the tangled mess of her
hair for the wound, she didn’t wake up. Blood had soaked into her curls, then
frozen, and after a moment he hacked away several handfuls with his belt
knife. She’d probably curse him for the decision when she woke, but waking
was a prerequisite to the cursing. Her skull felt intact, though his fingers were
too numb to be certain, and regardless, it was easy enough to wreck the brain
without damaging the skull. In the end, all he could do was wrap her in a
heavy blanket to keep off the worst of the chill, then strap her to the talon
once more.

The rest of the flight was cold, long, and miserable. Laith hugged the
valleys and passes, trying to keep them low enough that the ridgelines would
hide them from pursuit, but not so low that they all got dead. The flier knew
his business, but it was dark and they were belly-to-the-dirt. Valyn could see
the cracks in the boulders, the small caches of snow secreted beneath the
stones. A single mistake from Laith would leave them all smeared across the
side of some granite cliff.

By the time they crested the final ridgeline, Valyn was nauseated from the
pain in his shoulder, from peering endlessly into the darkness, from feeling
his muscles clench every time they scraped over some jagged escarpment. It
didn’t help that light was starting to soak the eastern sky. In an hour the sun
would be up, and then they would really have problems. The Kettral
worshipped Hull for good reason: even wounded, even fleeing, Valyn’s Wing
had a chance as long as it stayed dark. With the arrival of dawn, however,
they’d be visible from the ground and the air both. If the Flea could fly, if he
had guessed their direction of travel, if he, too, had been pushing west
through the night, he’d be able to spot them from twenty miles off. Farther, if



he used a long lens. It was a lot of “ifs,” but then, the Flea had made a career
out of turning “ifs” into “whens.”

Valyn scanned the grasslands unfolding below. Though the Kettral had
flown plenty of missions north of the White River, especially in recent years,
striking at various Urghul bands, most of the action happened nearly a
thousand miles to the west, in the Blood Steppe and the Golden Steppe,
where the nomadic tribes butted up against the boundary of the Annurian
Empire. The vast, undifferentiated swath of land below, empty grasslands
flowing into the jutting teeth of the Bone Mountains, was marked “Far
Steppe” on the Eyrie maps, but Valyn couldn’t remember much more about
it. There were tribes this far east, but the Kettral trainers dismissed them as
irrelevant—an omission Valyn regretted now. He was going to have to land
—that much was clear. Gwenna and Talal required serious attention, and the
bolt in his own shoulder would have to come out. Just as crucially, ’Ra
needed to rest before she dropped out of the sky.

Pyrre prodded him in the shoulder, breaking his concentration.

He turned to face the woman. That she had survived the fight in Assare,
the fight she had started, seemed grossly unfair, but then, there were no
judges in battle, no one to adjudicate the dispute and keep everyone between
the lines. Valyn had no idea what to do with her when they were finally clear
of the mountains. He was tempted to simply leave her on the ’Kent-kissing
steppe, but that was a decision that could wait.

She prodded him again, and he swallowed a curse.

“What?” he shouted, leaning so close to the assassin that her hair whipped
at his face. If she was frightened to be flying a wounded bird above
dangerous territory while pursued by a Kettral Wing, she didn’t show it,
didn’t smell it. Valyn had yet to see the woman really scared.

“Fire,” she mouthed, pointing off to the northwest.

He followed her finger. They were still too far off to make out more than
a dull orange smudge, but the flame wasn’t large, probably a cook fire
kindled in the predawn. Which meant Urghul. Valyn tightened his grip on the
strap, leaning out into the dark for a better view. His trainers might have
skipped an analysis of the eastern tribes, but he’d learned enough about the



nomadic horsemen to be wary.

Unlike the other polities surrounding Annur—the Manjari Empire,
Anthera, Freeport, and the Federated Cities—the Urghul had no government,
which meant no law, no significant trade, and no respite from the constant
blood feuds, vicious intertribal vendettas lasting dozens of years at a time.
Evidently, it was all a part of their worship of the Lord of Pain. The
Annurians knew the god as Meshkent, but the Urghul had a different name,
one in their own language: Kwihna, they called him, the Hardener. There
were no cities on the steppe, but over the millennia the Urghul had erected
hundreds of altars to their god, some massive stone tablets, others little more
than piled cairns where they carried out their savage worship of pain and
blood sacrifice.

Valyn tried to remember the occasions for such sacrifice: the full moon,
the new moon, solstices and storms, floods and famines, all requiring
breathing bodies to offer up to the god. Gent had demanded to know how
there were any of the bastards left after so much blood and burnt offering, but
according to Daveen Shaleel, there were more Urghul than most people
realized—maybe a million in small tribes, taamu, they called them, scattered
across the enormous grasslands. Valyn always found that number unsettling.
Although the population of the empire itself ran into the tens of millions, the
legions rarely fielded more than half a million soldiers, and those were spread
all over the border. The Urghul, on the other hand, had no dedicated military;
every man, woman, and child was a fighter. Consummate horsemen,
physically and mentally toughened by a hard life in a hard place, well-
blooded through constant conflict, they could pose a serious threat to Annur,
if they ever stopped fighting amongst themselves.

More to the point, they posed a serious threat to Valyn’s Wing. Cadets
weren’t kept formally apprised of Kettral missions, but there was always
buzz in the training yard and the mess hall, enough that Valyn knew the Eyrie
had been flying missions over the steppe nearly every month for the past
several years. Who the target was, or why an empty chunk of grassland
without cities or towns was so important, he had no idea, but it hardly
mattered now. The Urghul immediately below might not have encountered



Kettral, but they would have heard tales of great birds dropping out of the sky
bearing men and women dressed in black. The odds of a welcome parade
were not high.

But still, he thought as he stared out over the land, all shifting grays and
blacks beneath a cloud-wracked anvil of sky, We might have to go down
there.

He considered the campfire once more. Gwenna’s head wound required
rest. They all needed rest. The rations they’d stolen in their flight from the
Eyrie were nearly gone. Both Talal’s injury and Valyn’s own needed to be
cleaned and cauterized, which meant fire and yet more rest. It was possible to
make their own camp, to go without food, to tend their own wounds and steer
clear of the people below, but that choice presented its own risks. In the end
’Ra’s deteriorating wingbeat decided him.

The bird couldn’t stay in the air much longer. She was gliding in long
sweeps, losing hundreds of feet of altitude as she rested, then struggling
mightily to regain the lost elevation. The stutter in her wingbeat had grown
worse, and she was flying head-down. Laith would have to look her over on
the ground to discover what was wrong. Worse, a battered kettral could take
days or weeks to recover. That campfire meant Urghul, and Urghul meant
horses. Valyn hated riding, but it beat walking, if Gwenna even could walk.

He reached for the signaling strap, tugging out the relevant code: Circle
target.

For a moment nothing happened, then he felt the bird bank slightly to the
north, aiming directly at the campfire.

He leaned over to Talal, cupping a hand to his mouth. “How’s your
Urghul?”

The leach grimaced, though whether at the question or the pain in his leg,
Valyn couldn’t say. “Awful,” he replied.

“Can you tell them we don’t want a fight?”

“I don’t think Don’t want a fight is an Urghul concept.”

“How about, If you move, the bird will rip your throat out?”

Talal frowned. “Bird kill you is about the best I can do.”

“Bird kill you it is.”



“Are you certain about this, Valyn?” the leach asked.

“No.” It had been a very long time since Valyn felt certain about
anything.

He turned back to the flame. As they grew closer, his spirits rose. There
was only a single fire with a few small figures gathered around it. Two api,
the collapsible hide tents favored by the Urghul, stood a little way off, with a
line of hobbled horses between them. The camp probably contained about ten
people. No more than a dozen. Even injured, a Kettral Wing would be equal
to ten or twelve nomadic savages.

“I’ve got no ’Kent-kissing certainty whatsoever,” he went on. “But we
need food and fire, rest and horses—and they’re all right there.”

*k ok ok

All in all, the drop went better than Valyn had dared to hope. The Urghul
tending the campfire were just kids—the oldest maybe ten years old—
preparing the morning meal while their elders enjoyed a few final moments
of sleep and warmth inside the api. The oldest girl, a pale, blond child of nine
or ten, hurled herself at them, screaming imprecations in her strange language
and stabbing with her cooking knife until Laith knocked her unconscious
with a carefully calibrated blow of his sword hilt. The two younger children
glanced uncertainly from the massive bird to the api and back, but, aside
from shouting a few vicious-sounding threats, they made no move to
interfere.

The adults were a different story. As soon as the children stopped
shrieking, a man barreled out of the entrance flap of the nearest tent, stark
naked save for the spear in his hand, face twisted with confusion and rage.
The sight of Suant’ra looming over his cook fire slowed him for a moment,
but if he was frightened by six well-armed, black-clad figures materializing
out of the predawn murk, he didn’t show it. With a bellow, he hurled the
spear directly at Valyn. Valyn slid aside, letting the shaft glide harmlessly
into the night, but then, before he could take a step forward, a knife sprouted
from his assailant’s throat.

Valyn glanced over his shoulder at Pyrre.



The Skullsworn smiled at him, then winked.

“We’re not here to kill them,” he spat.

“Please stop using the first-person plural,” she replied, bouncing another
knife on her palm. “I’m not a part of your Wing.”

“I am on the Wing,” Laith interjected, “and I’'m all right with killing
them. I remember those lectures on blood sacrifice and pain ritual, and I’'m
not all that eager—”

He broke off as a woman burst from the api, naked as the first man, a
shorthorn bow in her hand. Her skin, like that of all the Urghul, was onion-
pale, almost lambent in the firelight, and her hair, too, a great blond mane,
might have been spun from white-hot fire. She took a step forward, then
paused, eyeing the assembled Kettral. A chill, vicious wind sliced through the
camp. She didn’t shiver.

“Go ahead and say it,” Pyrre remarked. “She’s a woman. And we don’t
kill women. I don’t mind. Tell me how helpless she is.”

Valyn stared at the Urghul. Scars puckered the skin of her belly and legs
—1lance wounds and arrow punctures. Her hair whipped at her face, but she
paid it no mind, focusing instead on Valyn. She hadn’t yet drawn the bow,
but an arrow was nocked to the string, and, from the easy way she held it, he
imagined she was familiar with the weapon.

“If she moves,” he said slowly, “kill her.”

“How barbaric,” Pyrre replied, amusement bright in her voice. “Triste
would never have approved, poor girl.”

Valyn ignored her. “Talal, start talking. Quick.”

The leach hesitated a moment, then began haltingly: “Wasape ebibitu—"

“You killed my wasape,” the woman said, cutting him off, indicating the
sprawled corpse with her chin. “Do not savage my language.”

That she spoke the Annurian tongue was something of a surprise, but it
meant Valyn could handle the negotiation himself. As the woman spoke,
other figures had emerged from the two api, some wearing leather riding
breeches and rough tunics, others bare-chested. As Valyn had hoped, they
numbered just half a dozen. Ten with the kids and the dead man.

“He attacked us,” Valyn said, indicating the corpse. “We killed him only



in defense.”

The woman considered the body for a moment, then shrugged. “There are
other warriors to warm my nights.”

To her right, a young man growled something incomprehensible. He had
a knife in each hand, and from the way he was crouched forward, looked
eager to try his luck.

“Annick...” Valyn began.

“I’ve got him,” she replied.

The Urghul woman looked at the sniper, then turned to her companion,
uttering a few curt words.

He snapped something angry in response, waved a knife at the Kettral,
then spit full in her face.

Without blinking, the naked woman pivoted, slamming her arrowhead
through his throat. She held it there firmly as the dying man dropped his
knives, clutched at the wooden shaft, then released it as he crumpled. She
considered the body for a moment, then turned to the other Urghul. Valyn
caught the words for chief, dead, and challenge. She spread her arms wide as
if inviting attack from her own people, evidently indifferent to her own
nakedness, the biting wind, and the Kettral Wing a few paces away. Only
when the other Urghul had nodded did she turn back to Valyn.

“I am Huutsuu,” she said. “Wohkowi of this family. Do we fight or do we
eat?”

“I think I’'m in love,” Pyrre said appreciatively. “I hope I don’t have to
kill her.”

Valyn stared at the Urghul. If the lack of guards, the motley weapons, or
the two newly dead men on the grass were anything to go by, they were
hardly masters of military tactics. On the other hand, the woman showed no
fear of her own death, nor any remorse over the bodies before her. She
waited, arms spread, for his response.

“We eat,” Valyn said finally. “I regret your ... men.

Huutsuu shrugged. “Men would have killed you. These two...” She
waved the bow in their direction. “Fools.”

“Nonetheless,” Valyn said, uncertain how to proceed in the absence of
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any sort of grief or anger, “we would avoid fighting.”

“Then we eat.” She turned to the children, both of whom were still glaring
at Valyn. “Peekwi. Sari. Slap your sister awake and put the pot on the fire. I
need my furs.” She turned, ducking back into the api without a word, and
abruptly Valyn found himself standing in the center of an Urghul camp in
which people went about their early morning routine—pissing behind the api,
checking horses, rubbing chilled hands by the fire—as though nothing amiss
had occurred, as though half a dozen soldiers hadn’t just dropped out of the
sky on a giant bird to murder one of their number. Even the pair disposing of
the bodies appeared indifferent to the manner of their death, bickering
incomprehensibly as they stripped the few ornaments, tossed aside the
weapons, and hauled the corpses into the high grass.

“This makes me nervous,” Talal murmured.

Valyn nodded. “Annick, keep your bow handy.”

“Maybe we got lucky,” Laith said, vaulting off the back of the bird.
“Nothing wrong with a little good luck every now and then.”

Valyn allowed himself a moment of hope, then crushed it. “Optimism
kills soldiers,” he replied, quoting Hendran.

“Steel in the guts kills soldiers,” the flier countered. “Or steel in the leg,”
he added, glancing significantly at Talal. “Or the shoulder.”

“We’re getting there,” Valyn growled. He hardly needed to be reminded
of the searing pain of the flatbow bolt grating against his scapula. “Talal,
Laith—gather their weapons.”

“I need to look over ’Ra,” Laith said. “Something is really wrong with
her.”

“The Urghul first,” Valyn said. “Then we patch up our people. Then the
bird. Annick, cover them. Pyrre...”

“Just a gentle but firm reminder,” she replied, “that I am not on your
Wing.”

“How unfortunate. Do you think I could prevail upon you to watch a
hostage or two?”

“I don’t know—I might kill them.”

“That,” Valyn replied, gritting his teeth, “would miss the point of taking



hostages.” He scanned the group, picking two Urghul at random. “Him and
her.” He turned to Talal. “Can you tell them—"~

“I’ll tell them,” Huutsuu replied, stepping out through the flap to her api,
a massive bison hide draped over her shoulders and belted around her waist.
The thing made her look larger, but slower. Had Valyn not witnessed her
stabbing a man in the neck moments ago, had he not seen the sinew shifting
beneath her bare skin, he would have underestimated this woman. It was a
good lesson.

Huutsuu gestured to the two Urghul Valyn had selected, barking
something rough as she gestured to a patch of ground a little space off from
the fire. They hesitated, anger and doubt scrawled across their faces, but they
went.

“Tie them if you want,” she said, crossing to the fire without a second
glance, prodding with her finger at something in the large pot.

Valyn took a deep breath, surveying the scene. Everything appeared
under control. Talal and Laith had made a large pile of bows, knives, and
spears; Annick stood a short way off, scanning the camp, bow in hand.

Pyrre caught him watching her and smiled a wide, open smile. “Don’t
worry,” she said. “My god accepts all sacrifice, but I've always felt that the
unarmed make for meager offerings.”

She knelt behind the two hostages, trussing them quickly with the length
of cord Talal had tossed her. It looked safe. If the Urghul were going to fight,
they would have done it already, when they still had their weapons and full
numbers.

“I apologize for this measure,” Valyn said, gesturing toward the tied
Urghul.

Huutsuu shrugged once more. “It is a while since we were Hardened.
Kwihna will be pleased.”

Valyn shook his head. “Hardened?”

She nodded. “Through pain.”

“No,” Valyn said. “We’re not here to harden you.”

“Less ethnography, Val,” Laith cut in. “More medicine.”

Valyn waved him down. “We’re here because we have wounds that need



cleaning and cauterizing. We need food, and maybe horses as well.”

Something dangerous flashed in Huutsuu’s eyes. “No horses.”

Valyn started to point out that the woman wasn’t in a position to contest
the point, then thought better of it. For all their success thus far, the situation
had him edgy. Between his own pain, worry for his soldiers, wariness
regarding the Urghul, and fear that the Flea would drop out of the sky, he felt
like a flatbow cranked a turn too far, the whole apparatus so tight that a touch
could snap the string or shatter the bow’s arc.

The injured first, he reminded himself. Then the bird. Then food.

Talal’s wound was straightforward enough, or it would have been if the
clouds hadn’t opened up, pelting them with a vicious rain while lightning
lashed the steppe a dozen miles distant. Valyn considered moving his Wing
into the api, but that would leave them blind to what was going on outside.
He could split the group, but splitting a small force was a piss-poor idea, no
matter how complacent the enemy appeared. Which left them all out in the
rain, close enough to the hissing fire that the heat taunted without doing
anything to warm him. At least the sudden squall would limit the Flea’s
visibility, if the bastard was even up there.

Valyn tried to force aside his worries and focus on Talal’s injury. He
wiped his forehead, blinking past the sheeting rain, then took hold of the
arrow while Laith held the leach’s leg. The wet wood was slick in his hands,
and each time he lost his grip he felt Talal’s body spasm beneath him, heard
him groan through clenched teeth. Finally, his hands mired in blood, and rain,
and mud, Valyn forced the arrow through, twisting it as best he could to
avoid scraping the bone, bearing down viciously to get it out and over as
quickly as possible. Talal growled low in his chest, straining against Laith’s
grip, then went slack as the arrowhead burst out. He was panting, eyes wide,
rain streaming down his face.

“You all right?” Valyn asked.

The leach expelled a long, shuddering breath between his teeth, then
nodded. “Finish it.”

Valyn broke the shaft with one quick motion, then yanked the remainder
of the arrow free as Talal bit off a curse.



Behind him, Huutsuu snorted. If the rain bothered her, she didn’t show it,
leaning over the fire to get a better view of the injury. “You are warriors?”
she asked.

Valyn nodded curtly, taking the heated knife from Laith’s hand, then
pressing the glowing metal to the exit wound. Talal twisted sharply, then
passed out. Valyn breathed out slowly. Unconsciousness would spare the
leach the pain of the second cauterization and keep him still while Valyn
attended to the entry point.

Huutsuu snorted again. “A warrior should face his pain.”

“He faced it well enough,” Valyn snapped. “We’ve been flying all night.”

“He fled,” the woman replied, waving a finger at the flier’s limp body.
“Fled into the Softness.”

Valyn pressed the knife to the entry wound, counting to eight silently,
then rounded on Huutsuu.

“We don’t want a fight,” he snapped, “but keep talking, and you’ll find
out something about pain.”

The woman regarded the glowing knife with scorn. “This is a small
thing,” she replied, “for one who is tsaani three times over.”

“What in ’Shael’s name is she talking about?” Valyn demanded of no one
in particular.

“Children,” Talal murmured, rousing from his stupor. “She’s had three
children.”

Valyn shook his head. He had no idea why that mattered. Between the
driving rain and the pounding agony in his shoulder, all piled on the fatigue
of a long night spent in the harness, he felt ready to snap.

“I don’t give a shit how many kids she’s got.” He pointed at Huutsuu with
the blade, then gestured toward the tied Urghul. “Over there. With them.
Now.”

She looked him up and down a long moment, then shook her head and
stalked away.

The sky had gone from black to a grudging gray. The serrated line of the
eastern peaks still hid the sun, but the clouds were starting to clear. They’d be
hard-pressed to finish tending wounds before full daylight, and Valyn still



wasn’t sure what he planned to do then.

“Laith,” he said, voice rough with urgency and weariness, “get this
fucking thing out of my shoulder.”

The bolt came out more easily than Talal’s arrow, although Laith needed
to make a pair of slices in the surrounding skin in order to free the small
barbs on the quarrel’s tip. Aware of Huutsuu’s eyes upon him, Valyn
clamped down on his pain, refusing to cry out even as he felt the muscles of
his shoulder pull, then tear. The searing agony of the hot knife threatened to
plunge him into unconsciousness, but he clenched his jaw and forced back
the fog on the fringes of his vision.

“I’'m good,” he said, when he trusted himself to open his mouth again.
“I’m good. Go check on ’Ra. I can take care of Gwenna.”

The demolitions master was by far the most worrisome case. She still had
not regained consciousness, and in the meager dawn light her face looked
even worse than it had in the dark, pale and waxen, her red hair plastered flat
to the skin by the rain. The wool blanket was rapidly soaking through, and
she was shivering, lips dark in her pallid face. Valyn ran a finger along the
inside of her hand, but there was no response, no grip or reflex. There wasn’t
much to do with head wounds but wait and hope, which meant they were
going to have to get her warm. Which meant going in the api. Sometimes
there just wasn’t a good option on offer.

“Talal?” he asked, glancing over at the leach. “Any thoughts?”

Talal frowned.

“We’ve already moved her too much. It was a rough night, and with the
two drops...” He trailed off, shaking his head. “I don’t know.”

“Valyn,” Laith cut in, all trace of levity vanished from his voice.

Valyn turned, hand on his blade, half expecting to find the Flea facing
him down. There was only Laith, though, Laith and the bird. Suant’ra had
half extended her enormous wing for him, and Laith stood beneath it, hands
above him, prodding the joint with both hands. His face was grim.

“What?” Valyn asked.

“Not good.” The flier took a deep breath, then blew it out. “There’s
serious damage to her shoulder—probably a patagial tear.”



“Meaning what?”

Valyn had sat through the lectures on kettral anatomy, they all had, but it
was the flier’s responsibility to care for the birds in the field, and some of the
more specific terminology had slipped.

“Meaning she can’t fucking fly.”

“She flew us here,” he pointed out. “She flew all night long.”

“Which tells you something about how tough she is,” Laith snapped.
“Most birds would have fallen out of the air. The damage is bad, and the long
flight made it worse. The joint is swelling. By noon she probably won’t be
able to get in the air at all.”

Valyn glanced up at the kettral’s head. She was watching Laith, her huge,
dark eye swiveling in its socket to follow him as he ran his hands beneath her
feathers. He’d often wondered about the kettral, about what they thought and
understood. Did ’Ra know she was injured? Was she frightened? It was
impossible to read anything in those dark eyes.

“How long for it to heal?” Valyn asked.

Laith shook his head. “Weeks. Months. Maybe never.”

“We don’t have weeks, let alone months,” Valyn said. “How many miles
can she make each day like this?”

“You’re not listening to me, Valyn,” Laith said. “She can’t fly at all,
certainly not with us hanging off of her.”

Valyn stared, the implications sinking in. Kettral training was all well and
good, but it was the birds that made the warriors legendary. Without ’Ra they
lost their mobility, the element of surprise, and a vicious fighter in the
bargain. Without ’Ra, they were stranded on the ass end of the steppe with no
good way to get back to Annur, or anywhere else, for that matter.

“We have to stay,” Laith was saying, “set up a camp here while we tend
her, pray she gets better.”

“Bad idea,” Annick said. The sniper hadn’t taken her eyes off the Urghul
prisoners, but she’d clearly been listening to the conversation. “Suant’ra is
too easy to spot from the land or air. The Flea will come, or more Urghul.”

Valyn nodded slowly. “We can’t hide her, and we can’t fight them all.”

Laith stared, aghast. “So ... what? You just want to leave her?”



Valyn glanced east. The sun was just topping the peaks, etching the snow
and ice with fire.

“No,” he said finally. “I want her to leave us.”

Laith started to object, but he held up a hand. “You said she could still fly
before the swelling gets too bad, at least a little bit. Send her south, back
toward the Islands. All the birds know how to get home, right?”

“She won’t make it to the Islands,” Laith replied, fury and fear
roughening his voice.

“She doesn’t have to,” Valyn said. “She just needs to get away from us.
Fifty miles. Even twenty. Far enough that anyone who finds her doesn’t find
us, too.”

“And what happens,” Laith demanded, “when someone finds her? When
she can’t fly?”

Valyn took a deep breath. “She’s not a pet, Laith. She’s a soldier. The
same as you. The same as me. She’ll do what we’d do: fight until she has to
retreat, retreat until she can’t, then fight one more time.” He tried to soften
his voice. “She saved us, Laith, but she can’t help us anymore. Not now. All
she can do is get us caught or killed, and I’'m not going to let that happen.”

Laith glared at him, mouth open but silent. To Valyn’s shock, there were
tears in the flier’s eyes. For a few heartbeats, it seemed like he was going to
keep arguing, to refuse, but finally he nodded, a quick jerk, like he hadn’t
meant to make the motion.

“All right,” he said, voice hoarse. “All right. T just need to strip the
harnesses. Give her the best chance I can.”

Valyn nodded. “I’ll help.”

“No,” Laith barked. Then, more quietly, “No. I'll do it.”

It didn’t take long for him to remove *Ra’s rigging—just a matter of a few
knots and buckles, and she was clean. Even then, though, Laith didn’t let her
fly, running his hands instead through the feathers over her throat, murmuring
to her in syllables Valyn couldn’t understand. The bird remained statue-still,
her head cocked at an angle as though listening to the flier. When Laith
finally stepped back, she watched him for a moment, then lowered her head
slowly, until it was level with the flier’s own. He put a hand on her beak, a



curiously gentle gesture that covered the bloodstains from the earlier attack,
smiled, then stepped back, gesturing to the sky.

“Get out of here,” he said. “You fought well, now get out of here.”

’Ra bowed her head once, then launched herself into the air with a shriek,
great wings moving raggedly as she struggled to gain height. Valyn watched,
stomach in a knot, as she turned south, disappearing over a low line of hills.

He turned back to Laith. “I’m sorry.”

The flier met his eyes, gaze hard beneath the tears. “I hope you’ve got a
fucking plan.”

The plan, for the moment, was simple: rest. Gwenna still wasn’t awake,
Talal looked like he might fall over at any moment, and Valyn himself felt
like he’d been beaten with boards for the better part of a week. He felt
vulnerable without the bird, stranded, almost naked, but he couldn’t see any
other way. Without ’Ra they could wear bison hides over their blacks, and
aside from their dark hair, dark skin—easy enough to cover with hats and
hides—blend in with the horsemen. They wouldn’t fool other Urghul, of
course, but no one looking from the air would see anything amiss. Even if the
Flea wasn’t following, he’d been clear enough back in Assare that the Eyrie
had sent multiple Wings after Valyn.

And so, along with Laith and Talal, Valyn spent the better part of the
morning erasing all signs of Suant’ra and the predawn fight. They mounded
stone over the bodies of the two Urghul, raked out the bird’s claw marks from
the soft earth, and moved the prisoners into the larger of the two api. The
movement kept Valyn’s muscles from knotting too badly, and helped him to
avoid thinking, at least for the moment, about the challenges ahead.

They’d just about finished carrying Gwenna into the smaller tent when
Annick spoke from the other side of the fire, her voice level as usual.

“Keep working. Don’t look up.”

Valyn suppressed the natural reaction, bending instead to throw a couple
more logs on the cook fire.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Bird,” she said. “Approaching high and from the east.”

It took an effort of will for Valyn to keep his hands away from his knives



and blades, to squat down by the fire to prod at the contents of the rough
kettle, but Annick had the better angle. Of course, the Kettral on the bird
would probably expect a small group of Urghul to look up as they passed, but
anyone scanning with a long lens would see his face, his features. Better to
keep his eyes down and pretend he didn’t notice.

“They’re past,” Annick said finally.

Valyn glanced up, shielding his face with his hand, following the shape of
the retreating bird.

“They were too high for me to make out,” the sniper continued.

Valyn squinted. The bird was high, but he could see the pinions, the
shading of the wings and tailfeathers, his eyes keen even in the full daylight.
He let out a long, slow breath.

“The Flea,” he said. “It was the Flea.”



14

Adare returned from the evening’s sermon both weary and wary. The days
were long enough—waking before dawn, walking half a dozen miles, a brief
stop for lunch, then another five or six miles—without having to listen to
some petty priest for the first half of the night. When the caravan finally
halted, Adare wanted nothing more than to roll into her blankets and pass out.
Nira, however, had pointed out that Adare was dumber than a dead ox for
skipping sermons while posing as a pilgrim, and so, night after night, she
went, stumbling over the uneven ground in the gathering gloom, squinting to
see through the blindfold, trying to avoid the dark shapes of the wagons, all
to sit on the fringes of the fire, juggling the contradictory hopes that the
others would note her attendance without paying her any special attention.

It hardly made for easy listening. One night the young priest lectured on
the sinful excesses of the Malkeenians. Another on the ideal of an Intarran
state, free from secular meddling. The most recent harangue—an extended
eulogy for Uinian IV—struck even closer to home. It was impossible to read
the faces of her fellow pilgrims in the flickering firelight, but the mood was
clear enough. She thought she had managed to kill both the priest and his
reputation when she revealed him to be a leach, but while the man stayed
dead, his good name was proving frighteningly resilient. Most people hadn’t
been at the temple on the day Uinian burst into flame, the day his own
congregation tore his burning body apart. They knew what they believed, and
regarding the Malkeenians in general and Adare more particularly, they were
willing to believe the worst. By the time the tirade was over, Adare had
worried a gash in the side of her thumb with a nervous fingernail.



She picked her way back slowly through the wagons and cook fires,
wanting nothing more than a few bites of Nira’s fish, a few moments
warming herself over the flames, then sleep. As soon as she returned to the
cook fire, however, she realized something was wrong. The old woman had
spent every night for the past two weeks over an iron pan, grilling up carp
from the canal with pepper and rice purchased along the road, muttering over
her cooking as though the words were spice. Now, however, she stood atop
the wagon, peering into the darkness. Her hair, a white haze around her head,
had broken free from her bun. The cane trembled in her hands.

“Oshi,” she shouted, voice twisting up at the end, then cracking. “Oshi!”

As Adare approached the wagon, the old woman turned to her.

“He’s gone,” she said. “I came back to the fire, and he was gone.”

Adare hesitated. Oshi’s mind was far more feeble than she had initially
realized, but the madness was easy to overlook. It usually manifested quietly,
in endless, absorbed silences, or bouts of soft weeping. When he ranted, he
ranted gently, muttering over and over again in his scratched voice to the
birds or the wagon or his own fingernails. Whenever he grew particularly
distressed, Nira was always there with a hand on his shoulder and sip from
her crockery jar, the combination of which calmed the lost old man.
Evidently something had gone amiss.

“We’ll find him,” Adare said. She squinted, trying to make out the scope
of the pilgrims’ camp. It was large, but not impossibly so. Maybe forty or
fifty fires and as many wagons spread over a couple of acres. “He can’t have
gone far,” she said, gesturing. “We’ll split up. Check the camp—"

“I’ve checked the camp,” Nira snarled. “Twice. He’s gone, and no one
saw him go.”

Adare drew back at the woman’s tone. She had grown accustomed to the
harsh language, but this was something new, something harder and sharper.

“How long were you away from him?” she asked carefully.

Nira took a deep, shuddering breath. “I left just before dark. Needed to
pick up some fish. I told him to stay by the fire, which he generally does.”

Since sunset, then. A fit man could have run a couple of miles, but Oshi
was not a fit man. The canal bounded them a few hundred paces to the west,



which meant he could go north or south along the road, or east into the fields.

“Has he done this before?” Adare asked.

“Not for a long, long time.”

Before Adare could reply, Lehav stepped around the wagon, a hand on
the pommel of his sword. She couldn’t make out his eyes, but there was
something alert in his posture, something ready. Two pilgrims flanked him,
both obviously fighters, one still carrying a shank of dripping meat.

Lehav glanced from Adare to Nira, then back.

“I heard shouting,” he said.

Adare nodded. She wanted Lehav’s attention even less than she wanted to
sit through the nightly sermons, but shying away now would look odd.
Besides, if he could assist in finding Oshi, so much the better.

“We need your help,” she said, hesitated, then wrung her hands, hoping
the gesture might look suitably pathetic.

One of the men—a short, heavily muscled brute with a frog’s mouth—
leered at her, then turned to Lehav.

“Lady needs your help, Captain. Pretty little thing, all flushed and outta
breath. Reckon you oughta give her some ... help.” Adare could see his
tongue in the firelight flicking between his lips like a pink, feral creature.

“I’'m not a captain, Lodge,” Lehav said absently, glancing over the
wagon. “Left the legions a long time ago.”

“Sure thing, Captain,” the frog replied, grinning.

“Knock it off, jackass,” said the soldier to Lodge’s right, slapping him
across the back of the head roughly. “The young woman’s a pilgrim, like us.
Not some silly, savage slut from the frontier.”

Lodge frowned, but fell silent.

Lehav ignored the exchange entirely. If he felt any desire to spring to
Adare’s defense, he didn’t show it. The fact that he’d saved her back in
Annur sometimes tempted Adare to think of him as an ally. It was a
dangerous temptation.

“What do you need?” he asked, fixing her with a stare.

“Oshi’s wandered off,” she said, trying to keep her voice high and
frightened. “You know the old man? Nira’s worried about him.”



Lehav shifted his gaze from Adare to Nira. “I’ve heard you talking,” he
said, the mildness of his voice belying the edge in his words. “I’ve heard your
heresies.” He shook his head. “I don’t know why you joined this pilgrimage,
but if you’re worried about your brother, you can find him yourself.”

Adare started to protest, but Lehav cut her off with a quick chop of his
hand.

“It’s bad company you keep, Dorellin. Sinful company. River blindness is
one thing; make sure you aren’t blinded to Intarra’s light at the same time.”

Before she could respond, the soldier turned on his heel and stalked off
into the night, his two companions following.

It was a measure of Nira’s fear that she didn’t curse him, didn’t even
seem to register his departure.

“It’s all right,” Adare said. “We don’t need him. The two of us can check
the road, one north and one south. We’ll be faster than your brother.”

“Ya can’t even see at night, not beyond the fires, not with that thing
wrapped over your eyes.”

“I’ll move slowly. I’ll call out.”

Nira hesitated, then nodded curtly, anger and confusion yielding to
something like her customary stony resolve. “I’ll go south.”

“We’ll find him, Nira,” Adare said, laying a hand on the older woman’s
arm. She was surprised to find her trembling. “He hasn’t been gone that long,
and out here it’s just fields and the canal—he can’t get into too much
trouble.”

She turned and hitched up her robe, but Nira stopped her.

“Wait,” she said, voice low. Adare turned back, and the woman grasped
her wrist with one clawlike hand, skewering her with a level gaze. “If you
find him ... be careful.”

“I’ll make sure he doesn’t hurt himself,” Adare assured her.

Nira shook her head. “Don’t be careful for him, you fool. Be careful of
him.”

Oshi’s arms were twigs. His neck didn’t look capable of holding up his
bald head. And yet the old woman’s voice burned with a fierce urgency, and
she refused to release Adare’s wrist.



“When you find him,” she pressed, “bring him directly to me. To me. And
try to keep him calm.”

“It’ll be all right,” Adare said, pulling away gingerly, suddenly worried.
“It will be all right.”
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Adare waited until she was beyond the ambit of the fires, then pulled off her
blindfold. It was a risk, probably a foolish one, but something in Nira’s tone,
in the old woman’s trembling arm, made her want to hurry, and she couldn’t
hurry with the muslin wrapped over her eyes. She kept the knot in the cloth,
ready to pull it back on if someone approached. Then she started running.

It was hard to gauge distance in the darkness, but from the ache in her
calves and the turning of the stars in the sky, Adare figured she must have
backtracked on the road at least two miles, calling out Oshi’s name
occasionally, alternately scanning the open ground sloping down to the canal
and peering into the growing stalks to the east. Night and moonlight had
leached away the green fecundity of the fields, leaving only gray stems and
the shadows between them. If Oshi had wandered even a little way from the
road, if he had fallen among the ripening crops, Adare might pass within a
few paces without noticing him. She told herself, when she finally turned
back, that the old man had gone a different direction, that Nira had already
found him, but when she returned to the sprawling camp she found Nira
standing by the side of the road, alone.

“Anything?” Adare asked, though the answer was clear enough.

Nira shook her head. Her jaw was tight, the skin stretched taut across her
knuckles where she gripped her cane.

“We must find him.”

“It’ll be easier when the sun rises,” Adare pointed out.

“It will be too late when the sun rises,” Nira snapped.

“Too late for what?”

“To help him,” the woman replied quietly.

Adare looked over the camp. Searching for one man in the darkness was a
fool’s errand, especially if he was too mad to hear his own name when they



called it. Especially if he didn’t want to be found. It was clear, however, that
Nira intended to keep looking until she collapsed from exhaustion, and in the
world outside the walls of the Dawn Palace, she was the closest thing Adare
had to an ally.

“We haven’t searched down by the canal,” Adare pointed out.

“I can see clear ta the water from here.”

“He could be just over the bank. Could have fallen in.”

Nira hesitated, then nodded. “You go north along the bank. I’ll go south.”

Halfway to the canal, Adare started to lose hope. Though the ground was
uneven, riddled with divots and small depressions, it offered no place a
grown man might disappear. She pressed on anyway, partly out of
stubbornness and partly just to see the thing through. There was no telling if
there might be a thin sandbar where the current had undercut the shore. It
seemed unlikely, but there was no way to rule it out without looking.

She was almost to the water when she heard the sound. At first she
thought it came from the deckhands on one of the canal vessels, a few men
up late drinking plum wine and singing at the moon. When the breeze
dropped, however, she realized it wasn’t singing at all, but a high, thin
keening, a human voice, ragged and tremulous as a harp string tightened to
the breaking point. The language was unfamiliar, if it was a language at all
and not simply the raw expression of grief and confusion. The voice sounded
close by, but Adare couldn’t see anyone, nor any trees or bushes that might
obscure a person. Shoulders tightening, she moved down the bank.

She almost walked directly into the pit. No, she realized, pausing on the
rim, peering down into the shadow below, not a pit, a foundation. It was
small, maybe fifteen paces across, and the large stones at the lip had mostly
tumbled inward. The few that remained teetered precariously, cracked and
covered with moss, hidden by the tall grass and uneven ground. Down at the
bottom, a few paces below her, Oshi crouched in the corner, golden robes
ripped and begrimed, palms pressed to his ears as though to drown out the
sound of his own voice.

“Nira,” Adare called, looking over her shoulder for the old woman. She
was searching the canal bank a little way to the south, and Adare had to call



once again, more loudly, to get her attention. “He’s here!” she said, gesturing
toward the yawning hole in the earth. She turned back to find Oshi staring at
her. He had fallen silent, worrying his upper lip with his teeth, and begun
rocking back and forth in a quick, convulsive rhythm.

“Oshi,” Adare called down to him. Nira’s warning flitted through her
mind, but the man was clearly lost, helpless, maybe even injured. “Oshi, why
don’t you come back to the wagons?”

His eyes darted from her, to the ragged clouds above, to his own palms,
which he held before his face as though they were ancient and inexplicable
artifacts. Adare took a deep breath, picked out a collapsed section of wall
where she could scramble down into the pit and, awkwardly clutching the
lantern, slid down into the foundation, landing off-balance, but managing to
keep her feet. She turned to find Oshi glaring at her.

“What happened to my tower?” he breathed, gouging at the dirt between
the stones. His voice rose, “Who wrecked my tower?”

Adare considered the foundation. It may have once supported a slender
tower, but farmers had long ago carted off the stone for their own walls and
houses. How Oshi found it in the first place she had no idea, or how he had
clambered down the uneven walls without hurting himself.

“Who destroyed my tower?” he demanded once more, louder this time,
rocking more violently. “Shihjahin? Dirik? Who?”

Adare took a step back.

The man was mad. Ranting. Shihjahin and Dirik were two of the Atmani,
both a millennium and more in the ground. Oshi must have been paying close
attention to the ancient structures fronting the canal, absorbing the long
arguments between the pilgrims over the leach-lords who had built them.
He’d come untethered from reality, from his own time, drifting back
centuries upon centuries to an era of war and horror.

He had stopped rocking, stopped moving entirely. He sat straight up, still
as a statue.

“Are you all right?” she asked hesitantly.

His eyes shifted to her, picked her over, then shifted away. Adare was
about to step closer, to wrap an arm around his shoulders as she’d seen Nira



do so many times, when he slapped his hands together, an imperious gesture,
part summons, part warning, then spread his palms slowly. Adare realized to
her horror that the air between them had caught fire, the squirming blaze a
dozen times brighter than the meager light of her lantern. An icy sliver of fear
pricked the back of her neck.

A leach. Nira’s brother was a leach, and one descended partway into
madness.

“Did Dirik send you?” he asked, voice gelid.

He flexed his fingers as he spoke, and the fire coalesced into a bright,
burning web, malevolent red filaments pulsing. A leach. There was a whole
ministry in the Dawn Palace—Purification—given over to the rooting out and
hunting down of leaches, and each year dozens of young ministers were
killed confronting their quarry. Adare’s stomach squirmed inside her like a
fish. She had faced down Uinian, but that was with il Tornja by her side and a
trained assassin backing her play, all in the full light of day.

This ... this was something else.

“Oshi,” she began, trying to speak slowly, quietly, the way she’d heard
the kennel masters talk to their wounded dogs. “Oshi, it’s just me. Dorellin.”

He frowned, flicked a finger, and a small web of flame broke off from the
great ball spinning slowly between his hands.

“Your name doesn’t matter,” he said, shaking his head. “It doesn’t matter.
Doesn’t matter. You are Dirik’s knife. Or Ky’s. Or Shihjahin’s...” He trailed
off as the scrap of flame rose and spread, stretching out like a net, floating,
Adare realized, for her. She felt bile rise in the back of her throat, opened her
mouth to scream, and vomited instead, her whole body trembling and weak.
She glanced at the walls, but they looked higher, steeper than they had from
above. She might have been standing at the bottom of a well.

“I will cut away the layers,” Oshi rasped, showing his teeth, “strip the
skin from your face, flay the muscle from your bone, deeper and deeper, until
I find out whose creature you are.”

The great web stretched wide just a pace in front of Adare, swaying like a
snake, the strands shifting and flexing. Oshi started to ball his hands into
fists. Adare sobbed once, paralyzed, and then Nira was there at the rim of the



pit, cane brandished before her as though to beat back the horrible, writhing
kenning.

“Roshin,” she snapped, voice laden with anger and grief, but hard,
determined. “Roshin! Stop this at once.”

Roshin, Adare thought, a tiny part of her brain still calm, curious, a stone
unmoved by the buffeting terror. The fifth of the Atmani, the brother of ...
“Rishinira,” she breathed, turning to the small woman behind her. It was
impossible. The Atmani were ancient history, practically myth, destroyed by
their own madness and paranoia. The Deaths of the Undying were familiar
tales, a favorite subject of painters for more than a thousand years: Dirik and
Ky, wrapped in a fatal embrace, a desperate clutch that might have been love,
save for his hand on her throat and her fingers gouging at his eyes. Chirug-
ad-Dobar impaled on Shihjahin’s lance, and Shihjahin’s own stand, the lone
leach atop his rocky hill, land boiling about him as his own armies closed in.
They were dead, dead and gone.

Not all of them, Adare reminded herself.

The fates of the youngest of the Atmani—Roshin and Rishinira—were
unknown. Some historians claimed that they perished early in the civil wars
that rent both the empire and the land itself. Others argued that they fell in the
final siege of Hrazadin, their bodies broken and lost beneath the rubble.
There were, naturally, a few dissenting voices, stubborn writers who insisted
that the last of the Atmani had somehow escaped the violence and destruction
engulfing half of Eridroa. Lian Ki’s most famous painting, Flight of the
Immortals, depicted two cloaked figures, tiny inside a frame filled with fire
and destruction, picking their way across the blasted landscape toward the
inky darkness of the horizon. Lian had cloaked their faces in shadow, and
Adare stared at the woman behind her, then at the man.

“Roshin,” Nira said again, gesturing to the web. “Put it away. At once!”

“Rishi?” he said, confusion blooming in his dark eyes as he peered up at
her. He gestured to the crumbling stone around him. “They destroyed it,
Rishi. They destroyed everything.”

Nira grimaced. The web still hung before Adare, but it had withered, the
fire fraying, fading to the sullen red of old coals.



“It is long over, Roshin,” the woman replied, eyes fixed on her brother.
“They are gone now. They cannot hurt us anymore.”

“What about her?” Oshi wailed, stabbing a finger at Adare.

“She is a friend,” Nira replied.

“A friend,” the old man said quietly, as though testing an unfamiliar
word. “Our friend?”

“Yes,” she replied. After a moment, the unnatural fire died, leaving its
writhing lines seared on Adare’s vision. The cellar hole fell into shadow as
Oshi dropped his hands. With surprising agility, Nira clambered down the
rough stone walls, dropping the last few feet to land beside her brother.
“Here,” she said gently, sliding a bottle from somewhere in her robes,
uncorking it with a thumb, then holding it to his lips. “Drink, Oshi. You will
feel better.”

“Better?” he asked, baffled, peering into the darkness. “Will it ever be
better?”

“Yes,” Nira said, tipping back the vessel. Some of the pungent liquid
spilled down his chin, but he slurped at it greedily. “It will get better,” she
murmured.

When he’d emptied the bottle, he settled slowly to the ground, then lapsed
into sleep, leaning half against his sister, half against the rough wall behind
him, lips twitching as though trying to form words.

Nira considered the foundation, then shook her head wearily. “I had
forgotten this was here,” she said, partly to herself, partly to her sleeping
brother. “After all these years, brother,” she went on softly, “and you were
the one to remember.”

“What is it?” Adare breathed.

The woman turned to her, as though realizing for the first time that she
was still there, eyes narrowing, hand closing protectively over Oshi’s
shoulder.

“A place that was pleasant for him, once,” she replied.

Adare just shook her head, uncertain how to respond.

“He was going to kill me,” she said finally.

“Yes,” Nira said. “He was.”



“Why?”

“His mind is gone. They destroyed it. They destroyed all of us.”

“Who?” Adare asked, trying to make sense of the elliptical statements.
“Who destroyed you?”

“The ones who made us. Who made us what we were.” She grimaced.
“What we are.”

“Atmani,” Adare breathed quietly.

For a long time, Nira didn’t respond, not even to nod. She turned from
Adare to gaze on her brother’s sleeping face, on his chest, slowly rising and
falling.

“You have trusted me with your secret, girl,” she said finally, not looking
up, “and now you have mine. Betray it, and I will tear out your heart.”
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It proved nearly impossible to track the passage of days inside the cold
chambers of the Dead Heart. There was no sun or moon. There were no stars
to follow in their circuit through the sky, nothing but smoke, and damp, and
the constant stench of salted fish. Kaden was given his own small cell in
which to sleep, but whenever he opened the door he found a guard outside—
sometimes Trant, sometimes another of the Ishien. Each time, he demanded
information about Tan or Triste, neither of whom he’d seen since arriving,
and each time he was refused. His own impotence in the face of the armed
soldiers was galling, but he couldn’t think of any way around it. The Ishien
had blades and bows; he did not. The Ishien had military training; he did not.
He briefly considered trying to wrest a weapon from one of his guards, but
could dream up no scenario in which such defiance ended in anything other
than his own death or imprisonment.

While the guards allowed him to move freely between his cell and the
mess hall, the rest of the fortress was off-limits. At first, Kaden tried
spending more time at the long tables where the men ate, hoping he might
learn something about Triste or the Csestriim. The Ishien, however, proved
guarded to the point of paranoia. Some glared at him, clutching to their
silence like a shield. Some screamed in his face. Most simply ignored him,
moving around him as though he were no more than another wooden chair.

It was maddening not to know what was going on, either inside the Dead
Heart or beyond. For all Kaden knew, Annur had fallen into the grip of some
Csestriim tyrant while he wandered the subterranean halls. His frustration,
however, was solving nothing, and so he crushed it out, gave up talking to the



Ishien altogether, and started spending the majority of his time in his cell
instead, cross-legged on the stone floor, practicing the vaniate.

The trance didn’t seem important, not compared to Triste’s imprisonment,
or the uncertainty of Valyn’s fate, or the murder of the Emperor of Annur.
But Kaden couldn’t do anything about Triste, or Valyn, or his own dead
father. What he could do was practice the vaniate. He could make sure that if
the time came when he needed it, he would be ready.

Despite having entered the trance several times in the Bone Mountains, he
still found it surprisingly fickle and elusive. Some days he could fall into the
emptiness after only a few breaths; others, the whole exercise proved
impossible, like trying to grasp an air bubble under the water. He could see it,
but not feel it. Touch it, but not hold on to it. When he closed his mind’s fist
around its shimmering absence, it slipped away.

With nothing else to occupy his hours he set about the task grimly,
pausing each day only to eat a little fish, to use the crude latrine carved into
the stone a few doors down, to sleep in brief stretches. There was no way to
tell time in the sunless, starless dark of the Heart. He pushed himself until
sleep claimed him where he sat, slept as long as his body allowed, and then
when he woke to sharp stone against his cheek, or a pressure in his bladder,
or the unremitting chill of the place, he would rise, blink away the
exhaustion, square himself once more in the center of his cell, and close his
eyes. It was a grim study, but it gave a shape to his shapeless days, and after a
time he found he could slide in and out of the emptiness almost at will.

At least while motionless. With his eyes closed.

When he’d mastered that, he set about entering the trance with his eyes
open. It was far more difficult, as though the world itself blocked him from
the blankness, but he kept doggedly at it, determined to wrest some value
from the long, dark days. He was in the middle of just such an effort, staring
at the flame of his lone candle, willing away his self, when Tan pulled open
the heavy wooden door, stepping into the space before Kaden could register
surprise or alarm.

The older monk took in the scene at a glance, then nodded. “The
emptiness comes more easily now.”



It was not a question, but Kaden nodded, grinding away his confusion,
surprise, and irritation at Tan’s unexpected arrival.

“You should be able to reach it running,” the monk said. “Fighting.”

“I’m still working on just keeping my eyes open.”

Tan shook his head. “Not anymore. Not now. Come with me.”

Kaden stared. “Where are we going? Where have you been?”

“With the Ishien. Trying to learn something about the girl.”

“While I’ve been a prisoner.”

“I warned you that we took a risk in coming here.”

“We?” Kaden asked. “It looks like you have the run of the place.”

“Does it?” Tan asked, fixing him with a stare. “Is that what you have
decided after observing me so closely?”

“You’re not locked in a cell.”

“Neither are you,” Tan said, turning to the door behind them, pulling it
firmly shut. When he turned back to Kaden, he lowered his voice. “The
Ishien distrust me for leaving, and they distrust me for returning. My position
here is almost as tenuous as yours. Any support I offer you will weigh against
me in their scales.”

He fell silent, but the rest was clear: Tan was the only link between Kaden
and the outside world. If the Ishien turned on the older monk, really turned
on him, they were all finished.

“All right,” Kaden said slowly, “I understand. How is Triste? What are
they doing to her?”

Tan considered the question, gaze weighing, measuring. “They do not
understand what she is.” Another pause. “Neither do 1.”

“What do you mean?”

“What we’ve observed is inconsistent. We need more information.”

Kaden frowned. “And that’s why you’re here,” he said after a moment.
“That’s why you’ve come to me. Why they sent you to me.”

Tan nodded. “Triste knows you. She appears to trust you. The Ishien
believe, as I do, that she might reveal something to you.”

“Has she said anything about my father? About Annur or the plot against
my family?”



“No. As I said, we need more information.”

Kaden stared. “The Ishien have kept me penned in here for what ...
weeks? A month? And now they want help?”

“Yes.”

“Why would I help them? Why would I conspire with my jailers against
Triste, who has done nothing but help me from the first night we met?”

“You will help,” Tan said, voice blunt as an ax, “because if you do not,
you may never leave this cave.”

Kaden took a deep breath. Two. The monk had only said what Kaden
himself had been thinking since the day he stepped through the kenta. And
yet, hearing someone else speak the words made them real.

“The girl is not what you think,” Tan continued, “and even if she were,
you cannot afford loyalty. Not here. Not among these men. You help no one,
Triste included, if you die in an Ishien cell.”

Beneath his ribs, Kaden’s heart bucked. He haltered it, soothed the animal
part of him that wanted to kick, to bite, to flee, then nodded.

“Where do we go?”

“To the cells.”

The cells. Which meant he’d be leaving this section of the Heart, that he’d
be seeing new territory. It wasn’t much, but it was more than he had now.
Greater knowledge of the prison’s layout might suggest the location of the
exits, and it looked more and more likely that a time might come when he
needed one of those exits.

“All right,” he said quietly, “I’ll go.”

Tan held up a hand. “There is more.”

Kaden shook his head. “More?”

“The Ishien are bringing up another prisoner at the same time. They want
to surprise the girl, to overwhelm her, to shock her into revealing something.”

“What prisoner?” Kaden asked, confused. “Why would Triste reveal
anything to some poor soul the Ishien have locked up in their dungeons?”

“Because he is Csestriim,” Tan said after a long pause. “And he is
dangerous.”

Kaden stilled his pulse, controlled his face. “They have a Csestriim. Is



there anything else I should know?”
Tan nodded slowly. “The current leader of the Ishien is a man named
Matol. Be careful of him. In his own way, he is as dangerous as the prisoner.”
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“The bitch of it is,” Ekhard Matol explained, spitting onto the damp floor to
emphasize his irritation, “that the Csestriim don’t respond to torture the way
we do.”

Though Tan claimed that Matol was the commander of the Dead Heart,
he wore no uniform or mark of rank, dressing in the standard wool and
leather, the garments moth-eaten and battered. He was short and thick, with
fists like hammers, a nose like a chisel, and a badly pockmarked face.
Physically he looked nothing like Trant—he must have been at least ten years
older, for one thing—but the same air of unwholesome dampness clung to
him, the same feral intensity burned in his eyes. And, like Trant and Tan, like
all the Ishien Kaden had encountered, scars webbed his flesh.

Tan had led the way wordlessly through winding corridors, past two
banded doors, past a trio of guards, then into the cramped antechamber
beyond, a small room furnished with a low wooden table and a single chair,
in which Matol sat. Kaden hadn’t expected an apology for his earlier
treatment, but the man didn’t so much as acknowledge it. Kaden might have
been a menial or slave, an insignificant underling who had been called upon
to perform a task. That Matol spoke to him at all seemed an indulgence.

“What have you done to her?” Kaden asked, trying to keep his voice
level, the question objective.

“The usual,” Matol replied with a shrug, gesturing to the door behind him,
presumably the entrance to Triste’s cell. “Slivers of glass under the
fingernails. Thumbscrews. First-round stuff. We’ve left her alone for quite a
while now, to give her a chance to heal up, to get her nice and complacent
before we start again.”

Kaden’s stomach twisted inside him, but he kept his expression even, his
face calm.

“I don’t want her hurt any further,” he said, trying to project something



like his father’s imperial authority.

Matol furrowed his brow, got slowly to his feet, then walked around the
small table, pausing when his face was inches from Kaden’s own. He smiled,
the expression sharp as a blade, then whispered, “Maybe Rampuri didn’t tell
you. Maybe he forgot how we do things in the years he’s been away, so let
me fill you in....” He took a deep breath, then screamed, “WE ARE NOT
YOUR FUCKING SUBJECTS!”

Kaden was accustomed to monastic disapproval, to the slow shaking of
heads, and even to the brutal penance that often followed. This sudden
explosion, however, was something else altogether, and he rocked back on
his heels as though he’d been struck.

“Maybe not,” he replied finally, trying to steady himself. It wouldn’t do to
show he could be cowed by a fit of shouting. “But we are on the same side in
a very old fight.”

Matol shrugged, his momentary fury utterly vanished. “Used to be, but
the Ishien remembered their charge, held to their post, while you and your
family abandoned it long ago.” He paused, as though waiting for Kaden to
object, then pressed ahead. “When we’re finished with this bitch, which
might take some time, I'll have questions for you. I want to know about this
plot against your family.” He waved a dismissive hand. “Not because I would
care if the people of Annur rose up and gutted every living Malkeenian, but
because this is how they work, the Csestriim. They find a structure, an order
at the heart of our world, something we created, and then they go to work on
it, chipping at the walls, undermining the foundation, until it crashes down,
until we’re crushed by the very thing we built.” He stared at Kaden, eyes
wide and furious. Then, abruptly, he laughed. “Which is why I might need to
keep you here for a year or ten. After all, if we’re using you, then they’re
not.”

A chill ran up Kaden’s spine.

He glanced over at Tan for some sign of tacit support, but the older
monk’s face betrayed nothing, and he made no move to speak. Kaden
swallowed the insult and the fear both. Pride and fear were illusions—
dangerous illusions, in this case. Here, hidden beneath tons of stone and sea,



cut away from the cloth of society, a man like Matol could do whatever he
wished. Kaden wasn’t going to help Triste or Annur by insisting on his own
honor.

This is why we have courts and laws, he thought to himself. This is why
we have an emperor.

When Kaden first learned of the Ishien, their mandate had sounded like a
noble cause, like something pure. That single-minded purpose, however,
stripped of the aegis of law and tradition, religion and the order religion
brought, began to look very much like madness. For the Ishien, anything was
justified if it might lead to the Csestriim. Any lie. Any torture. Any murder.

“Is there anything new from the girl?” Tan asked.

Matol snorted. “Same shit. Sobs, begs, whimpers, tells us she hasn’t done
anything wrong. Problem is, she doesn’t squirm right.” He turned to Kaden,
brows raised as though waiting for the obvious question. When Kaden held
his peace, the man blew out an irritated breath and explained.

“The enemy look human, but they’re not. They’re not right,” he tapped
his head with a grimy finger, “in here. When it comes to torture, they feel the
pain—Meshkent has his bloody hooks in them, same way he does in the rest
of us—but they don’t feel the fear. They’re older than the young gods.
Kaveraa can’t touch them.”

Kaden turned the claim over in his mind, trying to imagine what it might
be like to encounter pain without the fear of pain. Like experiencing
starvation without hunger.

“So what’s the point?” he asked finally. “If you think Triste is Csestriim
and Csestriim don’t respond to torture, why are you driving shards of glass
under her fingernails?”

Matol grinned. “Well, we weren’t sure she was Csestriim, were we? And
I didn’t say they don’t respond. I said they don’t respond right. The old
archives point out that you can usually tell a Csestriim spy from the lack of
terror.”

“But Triste’s terrified. You just said that. She begs and pleads.”

“Sometimes,” Matol acknowledged, then leaned in so close that Kaden
could smell the fish on his breath as he hissed, “but she doesn’t beg right.”



“You still haven’t said what that means.”

The man paused, staring at some unseen point in the air as he marshaled
his memories of pain and pleading. “There’s a certain ... shape to terror. A
kind of writhing of the body, a rhythm to the screams. Everyone responds
differently to fear and pain, but beneath the difference there’s something
human trying to shove its way out. If you know what to look for, you can
recognize that thing, that human thing.”

Kaden shook his head. “How can you recognize it?”

Matol smiled, a wide vulpine smile. “Because I’ve been through it.” He
raised his hands, and Kaden noticed for the first time that scars marred the
ends of his fingers where the nails should have been.

“The pain,” Kaden said quietly.

The man nodded. “So someone has bothered to educate you about our
ways.”

“It seems,” Kaden began slowly, “that what you do to yourselves is worse
than what the Csestriim might do.”

Matol stared, teeth bright in the lamplight. “It seems that way, does it? It
fucking seems that way?”

He looked away suddenly, studying the scars as though he’d never seen
them before, as though they were something utterly alien and unknowable,
then turned his glare back on Kaden.

“This, all of this, everything we know about pain—we learned it from the
Csestriim, from their manuals, their books, from the hundreds of years of
meticulous history in which they tortured and killed us. You think this is
bad?” He shoved his scarred hands in Kaden’s face. “You think this is worse
than what the Csestriim might do? This is the fucking mild shit. This would
have been a relief for our ancestors.”

Kaden forced himself to look at the scars for three heartbeats, forced
himself to keep his face calm, impassive. That the Ishien were sick, broken,
was growing clearer and clearer, but he could feel a hard truth in Matol’s
words, and unbidden, the memory of the skeletons in Assare filled his mind,
the small, clutching hands, the skulls. If the Ishien were broken, it was the
Csestriim who had shattered them.



“Enough talk,” Tan said, gesturing to the door.

Matol shook his head. “We’re waiting for someone. Someone I want her
to see.” He narrowed his lids, looking slyly from Tan to Kaden, then back. “I
told Rampuri not to mention it, but I suspect he told you something about our
other prisoner.” He stabbed Kaden roughly in the chest with an extended
finger. “Didn’t he? Didn’t he?”

Kaden held his breathing steady. Inhale. Exhale. In and out.

“What other prisoner?”
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At first glance, the other prisoner appeared neither deadly nor immortal.

The Shin warned their acolytes about the dangers of expectation, the
power of anticipation to distort both sight and memory. Kaden had,
accordingly, avoided putting a face to the Csestriim menace. They don’t look
like monsters, he reminded himself as he waited for the prisoner to be hauled
up from the deeper dungeons. They were able to pass as human. Even the
man’s name was unremarkable: Kiel. It might have been the name of a baker,
a fisherman.

He’d been shocked to discover that the Ishien already had a prisoner, one
of the immortal beings they had hunted for so long, but once he accepted the
notion, he thought he was prepared for anything. When the guards kicked
open the door, however, and shoved their charge through, hands bound
before him with a stout length of rope, Kaden realized he’d been expecting
something after all, something harder, more formidable.

Kiel was an old man, stooped and hesitant, a faint limp marring his
already uncertain gait. Scars puckered his face and hands—a delicate tracery
of white lines punctuated by blunt, ugly weals, the result, Kaden surmised
queasily, of heated steel. The Csestriim looked dark-skinned, but when he put
a hand to his face to scrub the tangled hair from his eyes, Kaden realized that
most of the darkness resulted from layers of filth and grime. The man’s
apparent age, too, was an illusion—cleaned and healthy he might look only
halfway into his fourth decade. Even so, he was a far cry from the formidable
monster Kaden had unknowingly expected.



Then he raised his eyes.

It was hard for Kaden to articulate, even to himself, what he saw there.
Kiel’s eyes were certainly less striking than his own blazing irises, less
arresting than Valyn’s blackened gaze. They were ordinary eyes, and yet,
Kaden realized as the man studied him, they did not match the body. That
body had been rent and battered by years of unrelenting questioning, and
when the prisoner moved, it was clear that things had been torn and shattered
inside. The eyes, however, were unbroken.

Kiel glanced briefly at Matol, considered Kaden for half a heartbeat, then
turned to Tan.

“Rampuri,” he said, his voice quiet and lean, like smoke in the air after
the fire has been doused. Kaden had to resist the urge to lean forward. “I have
not seen you in a very long time.”

Tan nodded, though the monk did not speak.

“I thought you had forgotten me down in my quiet cell. I almost came to
miss the company afforded by torture.”

“We did not bring you up for further torture,” Tan said.

Kiel pursed his lips. “Is it time, finally, to die?”

“It’s time,” Matol cut in, shards of impatience edging his voice, “to do
what you’re told.”

The prisoner glanced down at his bound hands, over his shoulder at the
armed guard standing behind him.

“It would seem you’ve given me very little choice. Perhaps you could tell
me how long I’ve been in my cell?”

“Not long enough,” Matol replied. “But you’ll have plenty more time to
stare at the darkness once we’ve finished here.”

Kiel considered his interlocutor for a long moment, seemed about to say
something more, then turned his attention unexpectedly to Kaden.

“Rampuri and Ekhard I know, but you and I have not met, though I knew
your father well....”

Matol’s fist took Kiel in the gut before he could finish speaking, doubling
him over.

“Keep your mouth shut and your lies to yourself, or I’ll see you spend the



next twenty years in a box instead of a cell.”

After a long fit of coughing, the prisoner straightened slowly, then caught
Kaden’s eye for the barest fraction of a heartbeat.

I knew your father well.

Kaden struggled to make sense of the claim. It seemed unlikely, beyond
unlikely, but then, what did Kaden really know about his father? Growing up,
he had admired Sanlitun with a child’s mindless admiration, worshipped him
absolutely but ignorantly. Only after he was sent away, years after, did he
begin to realize how slenderly he had known the man, how little he
understood what drove him, what he wanted or feared.

Kaden had taken strength, through the most dire of his monastic trials, in
thinking that his suffering at the hands of the Shin was the same suffering his
father had experienced decades before, that the running and digging, carrying
and fasting, were actually bringing him closer to Sanlitun, despite the gulf of
miles between them, that one day, when Kaden returned to Annur, they
would sit down together, one man with another, not just to learn the
necessary apparatus of government, but to really talk for the first time.

That possibility had shattered like old crockery when Adiv’s treacherous
delegation arrived in Ashk’lan. There would be no reunion. No discussion.
No meeting as men. Sanlitun hui’Malkeenian remained remote as the graven
statue of him that looked down sternly on the Godsway. Kaden had no idea if
his father had preferred water or wine, let alone whether or not he would have
conferred with the Csestriim. He considered the prisoner once more, the
begrimed face, the unwavering eyes. Would Sanlitun hui’Malkeenian have
broken bread with such a creature? There was just no way to know.

“May I ask,” Kiel said quietly, when he’d straightened up, “why I am
here?” He gestured to the doors leading into the torture cells. “Are you
certain it’s not for more pain?”

“There is another prisoner,” Tan replied. “One we want you to see.”

A look that might have been curiosity crossed Kiel’s haggard face. “One
of my kind? Who?”

“That,” Tan said, “is what you are here to tell us.”



k0 ok 3k

It was almost possible, in the dim light of the low-ceilinged cell, to believe
that Triste was just resting, that the heavy wooden chair to which she’d been
chained was just another chair, that the lanterns had been turned low to
accommodate an easier sleep. As Kaden’s eyes adjusted, however, he could
make out the steel manacles binding her wrists and ankles, the streaks of tears
on her grimy face, thin lacerations running the length of her arms. Clearly she
had been flogged or whipped.

“Couldn’t you give her a cloak?” he asked.

Matol snorted. “Are all you Shin so tenderhearted?” Then, as though to a
small child, “This is how torture works. You start on the mind well before
you begin with the body.”

Kaden couldn’t pull his eyes from that body, from the angry strips of red
where the flesh had broken. Horror welled up inside him. The Shin had
taught him to deal with emotion, but never in the face of such savagery.
When he finally managed to look away from the wounds, he found that Triste
had opened her own eyes, that she was staring at him silently in the flickering
light.

“Kaden,” she said quietly. His name in her mouth sounded like a plea and
an accusation both, and he realized that she had been watching him stare.

He opened his mouth to respond, but no response came. He had no
comfort to offer, no promise of reprieve. He still wasn’t entirely sure why he
had been summoned. “I'm here,” he said finally, the words weak on his
tongue. “I’m here.”

“How touching,” Matol observed. “He’s here, which means we can get
started again. But first...” He motioned curtly, and the two guards holding
Kiel shoved him forward as Matol himself reached out, seized Triste by the
hair, and twisted her head viciously around.

“Look,” he demanded, shaking her roughly by the hair. “Look.”

Silent convulsions racked her body. Kaden still wasn’t sure what the older
men hoped to achieve. It seemed to him that even if Triste and Kiel were both
Csestriim, even if they did know each other, they would have the good sense



to conceal the fact. On the other hand, the shock of recognition after what
might be thousands of years was something you would notice, at least in a
human. Did the Csestriim feel surprise? It was too late to ask Tan now. He
considered Kiel’s face, carving the moving image for later scrutiny.

The Csestriim, for his part, showed nothing more than a bland curiosity,
raising an eyebrow.

“A beautiful young woman,” he observed quietly.

“Are you with them?” Triste asked, hope and fear tangled in her voice.
“What do you want?”

“No,” Kiel replied, “I am not with them. And I imagine you and I want
similar things: freedom, light.”

“Help me,” Triste begged.

“I wish I could,” he said, raising his tied hands, “but as you see, I am
powerless to help myself.”

“Why?” she asked.

“This is what they do,” he replied. “But you can take solace in this:
Ananshael is stronger than Meshkent; in the end, death will release you from
the pain.”

Triste’s voice, so lost and baffled just a heartbeat before, went suddenly
hard as steel. “Do not presume to lecture me on the ministrations of
Meshkent.” She set the words before her like knives, sharp and precise.

Kiel’s eyes widened. He tilted his head to one side, evidently interested
for the first time in his fellow prisoner. Triste stared defiantly back at him,
turned her gaze to Matol, then back to Kiel. She had barely moved, but
everything had changed. The terrified girl of moments before had molted
away like a dead skin.

“Tell me,” Kiel said quietly. “Tell me about your pain.”

Triste repeated the word slowly. “Pain.” She might have been savoring a
bloody cut of meat.

“Yes,” Kiel said again. “When did you first encounter pain?”

Triste laughed, a full-throated, opulent, predatory laugh that made
something deep inside Kaden quail. The sound went on and on, filling the
tiny room, pressing back against the walls, battering at the stone itself until,



abruptly, it was not laughing, but sobbing once again.

“Please let me go,” she whispered, voice ragged. “Please just let me go.”

Matol glanced at Tan. “Anything?”

Tan paused, then shook his head. “Only more of what we have already
seen.”

“What about you?” the Ishien commander asked, turning to Kaden.
“What do you make of that luscious burst of defiance?”

Kaden took a deep breath, looked inward at the saama’an of the
preceding moments, trying to make sense of what he had just witnessed. That
shift in Triste’s tone, the sudden strangeness in her eyes, the careening
between poise and panic ... He’d seen something like it back in Ashk’lan, in
goats with brain rot. A creature in the advanced stages would stand placidly
for hours, empty, angular pupils fixed on the horizon, unresponsive to gentle
stroke or vicious strike, to food or speech. Then, with no provocation at all,
with no warning, that strange, animal gaze would focus abruptly and the goat
would attack anything that moved, charging, thrashing with its hooves,
hooking the horns over and over. The diseased creatures had always
discomfited Kaden, something about their lack of consistency, of continuity.
He had felt the same queasiness in his stomach during Triste’s
transformation, but he couldn’t say that to Matol, not if he ever hoped to
convince the man to set Triste free.

“I think she’s exhausted,” he said finally, keeping his voice level, matter-
of-fact. “I think she’s terrified. You want to see a Csestriim, and so that’s
what you find. All T see is a frightened young woman who has done nothing
to deserve this. I see you breaking a friend of mine.”

It was several leagues wide of the truth, but the Ishien commander didn’t
seem to notice. He just spat onto the stone floor.

“What in ’Shael’s name have the Shin been teaching you?”

“To observe,” Kaden replied.

“Obviously not.”

He turned abruptly from Kaden, gestured to the guards to pull Kiel back
into the shadows, then focused once more on Triste.

“Too bad for you,” he said, addressing the woman. “I thought we’d try



something new, but it looks like we’re back to doing things the old-fashioned
way.”

He waved a hand, and another guard, one who had been standing in the
shadows, stepped forward. Smirking, he handed over a wooden box. It
clanked ominously when Matol set it on the rough table next to the slab. He
flipped the lid, and paused for a moment, looking from Triste to the tools and
back again.

“Do you have any requests?” he asked, arching an eyebrow. “I’ll tell you
what—you can pick the body part, and I’ll pick the tool.”

Triste shook her head weakly in protest. “No,” she pleaded. “Please, no.”

“No?” He pursed his lips. “You want to pick the tool and I pick the body
part? We can do it that way if you want, but I don’t recommend it. Better for
you to pick the body part.”

“Kaden,” Triste panted, twisting in the chair, pulling against her restraints
until blood trickled, black and thick, down the flesh of her wrists.

“Yes,” Matol agreed amiably. “That’s Kaden. Although it’ll be harder to
recognize him after we go to work on your eyes.”

Kaden turned to Tan. “You have to stop this.”

The monk shook his head. “What Matol does is necessary. The girl is not
what you think.”

“It doesn’t matter what I think—” Kaden began, but Matol’s scream cut
him off.

“One more fucking WORD about stopping and I will chain you to the wall
behind her and burn off your sad little cock just for the fucking FUN of it.
DO YOU UNDERSTAND ME?”

“No,” Kaden said, forcing himself to stand straight, to meet the man’s
eye. “I do not understand. I don’t understand either your obsession, which
looks like blindness, or your methods, which don’t work.”

“Kaden,” Tan cut in, voice sharp with warning. “You are not here to
judge.”

Kaden shook his head. “What am I here for?”

“You were here,” Matol said, voice rising, neck bulging, “to tell us
something fucking useful. AND YOU FAILED!”



“I told you what I saw, but you are unable to listen.”

Matol looked ready to seize him by the throat, to hurl him to the ground
and choke the life out of him. And then, with horrifying suddenness, the snarl
vanished. The tendons in his neck and hands loosened. He was smiling, a
wide, toothy smile. The emotional swings were almost more frightening than
the rage itself. It seemed as though something had come loose inside the man,
unlatched, like a stable door blasted open by a storm, hung on a single, rusted
hinge, slamming open and shut, open and shut, over and over and over.

“You could help,” Matol suggested finally, waving a long serrated blade
in Kaden’s direction. He frowned at the blade, then seemed to think better of
it. “Now that I think about it, never mind. You’d probably just fuck it up.
Take off a whole leg or a tit or something and have her bleed out.”

“Observe,” Tan murmured to Kaden. “Enter the vaniate if you must.”

Kaden tried to still his pulse enough to find the trance, but the sick twist
in his gut nagged at him until he thought he would be ill. Matol hemmed and
hawed for a while, fiddled with a vicious variety of blades, hooks, and small
vises, before tossing everything back in the box and selecting a lamp from its
hook on the wall instead.

“Fire,” he grinned. “Sometimes I get so carried away with the tools that I
forget about fire.”

With a practiced motion he unscrewed the base from the glass shield until
the naked flame, hissing and reeking of low-grade oil, licked at the air.
Triste’s eyes widened. She started to moan.

“Please,” she begged. “I’ve told you everything.”

“You have not,” Matol replied, testing the flame with his finger, then
wincing at the heat.

“What do you want?”

“I want to know where you learned to read Csestriim script.”

Triste’s eyes took on a desperate, hunted look. “In the temple,” she
managed. “They taught me everything, everything but the high mysteries.
Every leina learns languages, sometimes more than a dozen.” She was
babbling, terrified. “Men come from all over Eridroa and Vash, all over the
world....”



Matol shook his head. “You told me earlier that you didn’t know where
you learned it.”

“I forgot! There was so much I learned—music, dancing, language. They
taught me a little. I remember now, a few words when I was very young!”

She twisted against her bonds as she spoke. Observe, Kaden told himself.
Just observe. He threw himself into the Carved Mind, etching the strokes of
the saama’an as the scene unfolded, using the discipline as a shield against
what was taking place.

“You’re claiming that the whores of Ciena taught you ‘just a few words’
of the Csestriim tongue in case ... what? In case a creature everyone else in
the world believes was destroyed thousands of years ago wanders in
hankering for a fuck?” He laughed a long mirthless laugh at the absurdity of
the notion. “Manderseen,” he said at last, gesturing toward the smirking
guard, “hold the lamp here while I take this young lady’s hand.”

The Ishien guard stepped forward, smirk broadening into a grin. Matol
took Triste’s wrist almost gently in his larger, scarred hard, then pulled it
toward the flame. The girl let out a low wail as the fire lapped at her skin, her
fingers scrabbling like the legs of some tormented creature. “Please,” she
moaned, body convulsing, legs thrashing, as though the movement could
carry her hand from the fire. “Please!” Her voice rose and rose into a high,
horrible keening.

Observe, Kaden told himself, forcing his hands to his side. There was
nothing he could do, and besides, he’d burned himself more severely on
several occasions working in the kitchens back at Ashk’lan. Of course, this
was only the beginning.

Matol released her hand finally. Two of the fingers were red and
blistered, the kind of burn that would only heal after a night in an ice bucket
and a week in wrappings. Triste tried to pull it to her chest, but the shackle
would not permit her. Her eyes were still open, but she wasn’t focused on
anything beyond the looming horror of her own pain.

“It looks like real fright,” Kaden murmured to Tan. “She’s not faking it.”

To his surprise, the monk actually seemed to consider his words, then
shook his head. “Keep watching.”



“How did you use the kenta?” Matol asked, passing his own hand back
and forth through the flame idly, quickly enough to avoid a burn.

“I don’t know,” she panted. “I’d never seen a kenta.” There was
something strange about the way she said the word, and Kaden filed it away
for further consideration. “I’d never even heard of one before a couple of
days ago. I just ... I fell and I came out the other side.”

“You see,” Matol said, turning to the other two Ishien. “The girl is
perfectly innocent. She simply fell.”

The one named Manderseen chuckled. “Maybe we should let her go.”

“Maybe,” Matol replied, pretending to consider the notion. Then he shook
his head. “Nah. Let’s hurt her some more.”

What happened next took place too quickly to comprehend. Kaden was
focused on the scene as Matol reached for her wrist, his mind sketching the
saama’an. It wasn’t until later, however, when he had a chance to fully
scrutinize the vision, that he really saw what had happened. Even then it
didn’t make sense.

Triste, practically gibbering with terror a moment before, twisted as
Matol reached for her. The manacle didn’t afford much freedom, but as his
hand started to close, she lashed out and caught his wrist instead. The
movement was precise, almost too quick to see, like a serpent darting from a
bush. Matol didn’t have a chance to register surprise before she pulled, a
savage tug somehow strong enough to yank the man off his balance, tumbling
him half on top of her, forcing Manderseen to drop the lantern with a curse
and fall backward. Triste leaned close to the Ishien commander, her lips by
his ear.

“A time will come,” she hissed in a voice every bit as cold and dark as the
surrounding stone, a voice utterly devoid of fear, “when the pain you visit on
me here will seem a dream of pleasure, when blades and fire seem tender
ministrations to you. I will, then, watch you beg, but stoppered to your cries
will be my ears, and dried to dust the wide lake of my mercy.”

She was twisting, Kaden realized, her slender fingers twisting Matol’s
broad hand with a savage strength until something snapped, the man’s face
contorted, and, his balance regained at last, he lurched toward the wall,



cradling the broken hand and cursing.

The whole thing lasted several breaths, but Rampuri Tan made no move
to intervene, neither to stop Triste nor to help Manderseen or Matol. His eyes
remained on the girl the entire time, measuring, parsing.

“Did you see?” he murmured when it was done.

Kaden nodded dumbly. He could only stare. For a moment Triste locked
eyes with him, and her gaze was ... what? He groped for the word. Feral?
Regal? Language failed. Then, like water slipping through a sieve, the look
drained away.

“Kaden?” she whispered, voice small and shattered, filled with fear once
more. “Kaden, please. Please help me.”

For a moment, no one moved. Shock had scrubbed the smirk from
Manderseen’s face, and he stared at Triste, baffled. Tan also watched the girl,
though with none of the Ishien’s confusion, as did Kiel, his eyes still as pools,
tied arms relaxed before him, supported by the frozen guards at his side.
Triste looked from one face to the next, evidently reading the confusion and
slow-gathering fury scribbled through the expressions of the Ishien.

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “No.”

The words seemed to jar Matol from a waking dream. He raised his
broken hand, staring at it a moment as though it were some small creature
broken in a trap, then turned his gaze on Triste.

“Oh yes,” he said, stepping toward her once again. The pain from his
mangled hand must have been excruciating, but he ignored it, gesturing
instead to Manderseen. “Oh yes, indeed. Bring me something hot, or hard, or
sharp,” he barked. “Better yet, all three. I’'m through lavishing this bitch in
gentle caresses. It’s time to cut her deep, to see what’s really inside.”

“No,” Kaden said, surprised to hear the syllable slip from his own throat.
It was madness to intervene, suicide, especially now, especially with Matol
caught in the grip of this new, cold rage. And yet, he found himself stepping
forward. “This isn’t working,” he said. “Your whole approach isn’t working.”

“Stand aside, Kaden,” Tan said. His voice was quiet, but the syllables
were built of stone.

Kaden shook his head. “I’ve stood aside for days. Longer.” He could feel



the blood racing in his veins, started to slow it, then let it run. He could kill
the emotion, but he needed it now, needed his own anger if he was going to
hold his ground against Matol and the rest, if he was going to do anything for
Triste.

“I understand that she’s not what she seems,” he said. “I see it now. I
understand that she may even be Csestriim, but this”—he gestured to the
hard, bloody tools—*is not the way. It is not working.”

Matol turned from Triste to stare at him. When he spoke, his voice was
barely more than a whisper. “You come here, to my fortress, into my Heart,
you bring this inhuman whore into this sanctuary, and then you defend her?
Hmm?”

“I’m not defending her—” Kaden began.

Matol cut him off. “You think you’re going to tell me, tell me how to
fight this fight when your own family just up and quit? Is that it?”

“Enough,” Tan said.

“Oh, I quite agree,” Matol replied, still quiet, still sharp. “It is enough. It
is well past enough.”

“Take him,” he said, gesturing to Kaden. “Find him a cell down below
along with the other one.” A finger flicked at Kiel. “Something with a heavy
door.”

Manderseen stepped forward, but Kaden twisted away, unsure whether he
wanted to put himself between Triste and the Ishien or use the chair to which
she was shackled as a shield. She was watching him with huge, frightened
eyes. Kiel, too, was watching him, silent and impassive from across the room.

“Tan,” Kaden said, trying to find the words.

“Get over here,” Manderseen spat.

Slowly, slowly, Rampuri Tan shook his head. “This was your choice. Not
mine.”

Kaden seized a knife from the table at Triste’s side, brandishing it before
him. He had no idea how to fight, but he had watched Valyn and the others
back in the mountains, had carved the images on his brain for future use, and
as the Ishien guard came on he tried to approximate the pose.

Manderseen paused, then unlimbered the sword at his side, the grin



coming back to his face. “Kill him?”

Matol didn’t answer. Kaden risked a glance behind him just as a fist took
him across the face, knocking him clean into the wall. The attack jarred the
knife from his hand, and Manderseen was on him in a moment, all steel and
strength, shoving Kaden’s body against the stone.

“Kill him?” he asked again.

Kaden struggled to turn, to see Matol, but Manderseen had his head
shoved over at a brutal angle. The only person he could see was Kiel. The
Csestriim had made no move to struggle or intervene, but as Kaden watched,
his lips moved silently, mouthing the shape of words. Everyone else was
staring at Kaden. Only Kaden was watching Kiel, even as he strained to
breathe.

He’s talking to me, he realized. That the man expected him to follow, to
be able to unfold the shape of the words, seemed unbelievable. Kaden
himself was bleeding from the head, blood slick on his face, and the Ishien
sword was at his throat. Kiel ignored all of it. If he really had known Kaden’s
father, then he knew something of the monks, and if he knew the monks,
knew about the training and discipline, then he knew about the Carved Mind.
He knew Kaden would remember the scene later. Remember it perfectly.

“I would not kill him.” Tan’s voice this time. Distant. Indifferent. “He is
the Emperor, and may prove useful still.”

“I could take out an eye,” Manderseen suggested with a chuckle, shifting
a hand to press against Kaden’s eyeball. “Maybe crush one of his nuts. What
were you saying about cocks?” He groped between Kaden’s legs. “We could
see how loyal he is to this bitch after we rip his cock off....”

Silence loud as a scream.

“Take him below,” Matol snarled finally. “Lock him up with the
Csestriim. He may know more than he’s told us. We’ll take a look at his
blood after we get through with hers.”
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“Kill them,” Annick said, gesturing to the Urghul. “We can’t bring them, and
we can’t leave them.”

Valyn had gathered his Wing a hundred paces off from the camp, leaving
Pyrre to guard the tied and kneeling prisoners. In the three days since they
sent Suant’ra south, there had been little to do but wait, rest, and worry. To
Valyn’s great relief, Gwenna had come to by the end of the first day, but she
was clearly in no shape to travel; she could barely walk a circuit of the camp
without feeling dizzy and nauseated. Talal’s leg was healing, healing faster
than Valyn would have expected, and Valyn’s own wound was already
knitted closed. The slarn eggs, the leach suggested. It’s possible they made us
stronger, more resilient. Valyn had mulled that possibility with a mixture of
hope and unease. Talal was right. A deep puncture wound to the shoulder
should have taken at least a week to knit up properly, not days.

On the other hand, they were hardly invincible. Talal still limped,
Gwenna still slept more than half the hours of the day, and truth be told,
Valyn wasn’t sure he was ready for a forced ride across a thousand miles of
steppe either. Pain lanced through his shoulder whenever he raised his elbow,
which meant fighting with a single blade and forget about the bow.

So, they waited, rested, and worried.

On the second day, another Kettral Wing passed overhead. Valyn
hunched down into his bison cloak, shaded his face with his hand, and tried
to look Urghul while the bird circled once, then headed south. He let out a
long, uneasy breath, feeling like one of the marmots that foraged for food on
the grasslands. They, too, kept looking up at the sky, not that it did them



much good. Valyn had seen three taken by eagles in a single afternoon.

By the third day, Gwenna was insisting she was ready to ride, and Valyn
himself was itching to get moving, pain or no. They were already going to
miss the meeting with Kaden back in Annur, miss it by weeks, but that was
no reason to sit any longer than necessary. Valyn insisted on one more night
of rest, and on the morning of the fourth day he gave the order to set out.

It was easy enough to break down what they wanted from the camp, to
put the horses on long lines, and pack a week’s worth of extra food,
compliments of the Urghul. Then they needed to decide what to do with the
Urghul themselves. That was proving a more difficult proposition.

“I don’t like it,” Laith said, shaking his head. He’d lost his habitual good
humor when ’Ra left, and the question of the prisoners had done nothing to
lighten his mood. “In fact, I fucking hate it. Three of them are kids, and the
rest...” He gestured at the kneeling figures. “It’s not like we’re killing them
in a fight.” He blew out a long breath. “But we have to do it. We have to kill
them.”

“We don’t have to do anything,” Gwenna growled.

Valyn nodded slowly. “Gwenna’s right. Whatever Hendran said on the
matter, they are our prisoners, our responsibility. It’s our decision.”

“Fine,” Laith said, “then I’ve decided that we need to kill them. Is that
enough responsibility for you?”

“No,” Valyn replied, reining in his own anger, keeping his voice level.
“It’s not. You said it already. Three of them are kids, Laith. Children.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Annick said. “Taking them with us is too risky, and if
we leave them, they could follow.”

“On what?” Valyn demanded. “We’re taking the ’Kent-kissing horses. I
don’t care how fit these sons of bitches are, by the end of the morning we’ll
be gone.”

“And what if they talk?” Laith demanded. “What if another batch of
Urghul finds them and asks what happened to their horses?”

“Then we’ll fight them,” Gwenna said. “We already fought these, and it
was a pretty short fucking fight.”

Annick shook her head, a curt, dismissive motion. “This is a tiny group.



Some of the taamu number into the hundreds.”

“Then we run,” Gwenna insisted. “We retreat.”

Laith barked an incredulous laugh. “We outride the ’Kent-kissing Urghul
on their own steppe on their own horses? How do you expect that to go?”

Valyn took a deep breath, then spoke. “This is beside the point.”

“Seems to me it’s exactly the point,” Laith said. “What are the risks? How
do we minimize them? I seem to remember an entire year spent studying this
shit back on the Islands.”

“We talked about minimizing risks in legitimate fights,” Valyn said. “Not
about murdering kids who can’t hurt us.”

“What is a legitimate fight?” Annick asked.

“A mission,” Valyn said. “Against the enemy. Not just an uncomfortable
situation we crashed into the middle of.”

“The Urghul are the enemy,” Laith pointed out. “They boil people alive.
They cut off your eyelids. The Eyrie has been flying missions over the White
for years now.”

“Not to kill kids,” Valyn replied. He held up a hand to forestall the flier’s
objection. “Why did you join the Kettral?”

Laith shook his head. “I don’t know. Because they showed up and told me
I could fly massive killer birds. Because they’re the Kettral, for ’Shael’s
sake.”

“And if the Urghul had birds? Would you fly for the Urghul?”

“Of course not.”

“Why not?”

“Everything I just got done telling you. They’re barbarians, Valyn. Do
you remember anything about their religion, their blood worship? If our fight
had gone the other way, they’d be flaying us right now, taking us apart strip
by fleshy strip. That’s why we have to kill them.”

Valyn shook his head. “That’s why we can’t.”

Laith stared. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

It was one question too many, and something inside Valyn, some wall
that had been holding back both the anger and the words, gave way,
crumbling as though before a great wave. “We are not them, Laith!” he
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shouted. “We are not her!” he went on, stabbing a finger at Huutsuu, “or
her!” at Pyrre. “We can kill people, sure. We spent a whole lot of time
learning to kill people, and we’re good at it. But lots of people can kill
people. Pyrre has been fucking killing people since the day we found her. The
thing that makes us Kettral is something else: we kill the right people.”

Gwenna was nodding furiously, but Annick brushed aside the tirade with
the back of her hand. “Right and wrong. Just a question of which side you’re
on.”

“No,” Valyn said, rounding on her. “No, it’s not. If that’s true, then why
did we even come here? Why did we leave the Eyrie and rescue Kaden? Why
do we give a pickled shit who sits on the Unhewn Throne? If it doesn’t
matter, we could hire out right now as mercenaries to Anthera or the Manjari.
We could make a tidy fortune telling them everything we know about the
Kettral!” Despite the chill breeze, he was sweating beneath the heavy bison
coat. With an effort, he brought his voice back down, unclenched his fists.
“We don’t do that because it does matter what side you fight on. It does
matter who sits the Unhewn Throne. People like Sami Yurl and Balendin—
they need to be stopped. They are bad. So were the Csestriim. So were the
Atmani.” He shook his head, suddenly weary. The shoulder wound ached.
Everything ached. “I joined the Kettral so I could defend Annur, and I wanted
to defend Annur because it is better than the Blood Cities or Anthera, better
than the Manjari or the tribes of the Waist.”

“Spare me a lecture on the virtues of our great empire,” Laith said. The
words were dismissive, but the fire had gone out of his resistance.

“It’s a short lecture,” Valyn said. “We have laws. Laws that keep the most
powerful among us from destroying the weak and the unlucky.”

Laith shook his head. “You really did grow up in a palace, didn’t you?”

“Am I right?” Valyn asked, ignoring the gibe.

“Annur’s great and powerful exploit the weak and poor all the time,” the
flier snapped. “I know, my family is both. Your father raised taxes on
blacksmiths—did you know that?” He didn’t wait for Valyn to answer. “Of
course you didn’t. The thing is, the Emperor of Annur didn’t bother
differentiating between the huge city blacksmiths with dozens of apprentices



and small shops with one man and a forge. A little oversight that put my
father into debt.” He shook his head in disgust. “My father went to a
moneylender. The bastard was happy enough to supply the coin but at a rate
no human being could possibly repay. My father worked eight years at it,
eight years without a single day of rest, and he died at his fucking forge, more
in debt than when he started.”

Valyn stared. In all his years with the Kettral, in all their days of training
and nights nursing their wounds, he’d never heard Laith tell the story.

“Look,” he began slowly, uncertain how to respond. “The empire isn’t a
perfect state...”

The flier raised his brows. “But this was unusual? The exception?” He
jerked a finger at Talal. “What about him? The citizens of our good and noble
empire hunt down and kill leaches in huge, gleeful mobs. No trial, no law—
just a fire or a rope.”

Talal nodded slowly. He hadn’t said a word throughout the entire
argument, watching silently, arms crossed over his chest. “Annur has flaws,”
he said quietly. “Deep flaws. There are liars and murderers to go around.” He
glanced over toward the prisoners. “I do not want to be one of them.”

“Well, fuck,” Laith said, shaking his head. “Neither do I. I just don’t want
them coming after us.”

“That’s the chance we take for doing the right thing.”

“Fuck,” the flier said again.

“Does that mean you agree?”

Laith blew out a long breath, then nodded reluctantly. Valyn turned to
Annick.

“What about you?”

“I told you what I think,” she said. “You’re the Wing leader.”

“All right then,” Valyn said. “We take the horses, take most of the food,
take an api so that we look like real Urghul. I’ll retie the knots holding the
prisoners, something they can wriggle out of in two or three days. We head
north....”

“I thought we were going west,” Gwenna said. “There’s nothing north but
steppe, then ice, then icy ocean.”



“We head north,” Valyn said again, “half a day, in case they decide to
follow our tracks. We’ll tack west when we find a stream to follow.”

He turned on his heel before anyone else could object, leaving his Wing
to their preparations. The prisoners were on the other side of the camp, giving
Huutsuu plenty of time to stare at Valyn as he approached. Pyrre glanced
over when he was close.

“Let me guess, you can’t bring yourself to kill them.”

“We’re tying them up,” Valyn said tersely. “Heading north.”

The Skullsworn smiled, then patted him on the wounded shoulder. “How
did I know?”

“I will find you,” Huutsuu said, as Valyn knelt to check the knots binding
her wrists and ankles. “You are a fool not to listen to your people.”

“If I listened to them,” Valyn said, cinching the knot, “you’d be dead.”

“You are soft.”

“You’re the one tied up.”
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For the better part of two weeks, the Wing made good time, driving westward
each day, camping in the low folds between the hills at night. The Urghul
horses, though small, were sure-footed and utterly indefatigable. Valyn had
wondered how often he would need to rest the creatures, but discovered, to
his dismay, that by the time he called a halt each night it was his own aching
legs and back that needed respite. Judging from the groaning and stretching
of the rest of his Wing, he wasn’t the only one.

He’d charted a course just north of the White River, close enough that
they could often see the frothing surface; distant enough that they wouldn’t
run smack into any Urghul watering their horses. There had been some
discussion of going south. The fastest route back to Annur would be to ride
hard for the Bend, then take a ship for the capital. It was also the most
obvious way. If the Eyrie had any hint that Valyn was still alive, they’d have
someone watching the docks, watching the walls, watching the whole ’Kent-
kissing city. Riding overland to the west was less risky. Less risky, but much,
much longer.



The steppe stretched all the way to the horizon, a great green sea with
hills like swells. Aside from the occasional limestone outcrop or stand of
stunted trees, there were no landmarks, no mountains or forests, just massive
emptiness spread beneath the bowl of the sky. Even the streams looked the
same—narrow, low-banked, stony brooks draining south into the White
River.

Valyn found the open space unnerving. It offered nowhere to hide,
nowhere to make a stand. The low hills rose and fell just enough to obscure
the surrounding territory without providing any shelter. They could be riding
parallel to an Urghul taamu for all Valyn could tell, the horsemen just out of
sight over the next fold, and his neck grew sore from constantly pivoting,
endlessly scanning the green horizon.

After a few days, Talal pointed to the south. Valyn squinted. A line of
golden hills flanked them in the far distance, miles and miles beyond the
river. Sand, he realized, the huge, undulating dunes of the Seghir Desert.
Entire armies had been swallowed up in the Seghir, foreign and Annurian,
bones and armor lost beneath the shifting sand. Even north of the river, where
his own Wing rode, the soil began to turn dry and cracked, forcing Valyn to
alter course, breaking away from the river for greener grass while still
pushing west.

Twice they spotted herds of bison in the distance, thousands of shaggy
brown beasts three times the size of the horses they rode. Despite the curving
horns, the creatures seemed docile enough, lazily cropping the long grass,
pausing occasionally to snuffle at the air. When they broke into a run, the
whole mass wheeling and charging away into the distance, Valyn could feel
the ground quiver beneath his feet while the air trembled with a sound like
thunder.

Near the end of the fourth day, they pulled up atop a low hill just in time
to see a much larger band of riders—maybe three or four hundred—also
headed west, probably half a day’s ride ahead of them. Despite the size of the
group, they were hammering hard, even harder than Valyn’s Wing, the herd
of horses kicking up a haze of dust that hovered over the steppe like a storm
cloud, dimming the noon sun. Valyn counted three more taamu after that, all



headed west, moving fast. It was easy enough to stay clear, to avoid the
hilltops and rises, but the sight of so many Urghul on the move made him
nervous.

“Where do you think the bastards are going?” Gwenna asked.

“No idea,” Valyn replied, shaking his head. “Hopefully not the same
place we are.”

The lack of cover during the long, sun-baked days made Valyn sweat, but
it was the rain, finally, that did them in.

He had called a halt early. Though daylight lingered, the east wind reeked
of storm, Gwenna, for all that she refused to complain, looked ready to fall
out of the saddle, and Valyn himself didn’t feel far behind. As Hendran
wrote, There is speed in slowness. Much as Valyn chafed to be back in
Annur, to find Kaden, to find whoever was behind his father’s murder, and
the monks’, and Ha Lin’s, there were miles of steppe and little to be gained
by trying to cross it all in one frenetic push.

The rain started just after dark. It would have been nice to set up the api
or build a fire, but fires meant light and smoke, and the api would do nothing
but trap half the Wing and limit its visibility. Better to be cold and ready than
warm and dead, and so they wrapped themselves in their bison cloaks, the
wet hides chilly and reeking, checked weapons, then sat down to gnaw
through strips of dried meat and chunks of hard Urghul cheese before falling
asleep.

Valyn took the first watch. The wound in his shoulder was healing, but
still stabbed at him whenever he moved wrong. The others had settled into a
rough circle, as though around the memory of a campfire. Asleep, wrapped in
the huge cloaks, they looked younger than they were, more innocent, almost
like children. Even Pyrre, with her graying hair, might have been a
fishmonger or a merchant rather than a vicious death-priest with her hands
steeped in blood. It seemed like weeks since Valyn had had the space and
time to really think about his Wing, about what they’d given up when they
fled the Eyrie, about what they faced in the weeks ahead. The responsibility
clamped down on him like a hard fall frost. Then the rain began in earnest.

The heavy drops soaked his hair in a few heartbeats, chilling his face,



seeping down the back of his cloak even as they churned the ground to mud,
turned the night air to a black, sheeting murk. Valyn sat up straighter,
ignoring the cold settling into his bones, a hand on his belt knife. He didn’t
realize how accustomed he’d grown to his heightened hearing, but now, with
the quiet roar of a million raindrops spattering against the earth, he felt deaf,
disoriented, vulnerable.

He rose to his feet, slipping a blade from beneath the cloak, and walked to
the top of a small rise. Whatever he might have seen beneath a full moon or
stars was scrubbed out utterly by the downpour. There was the rain and the
earth at his feet, nothing more. After a long pause, he turned back to the
camp, unease tickling at his neck, sickening his gut. Gwenna was cursing,
trying to get comfortable, and Talal and Pyrre kept shifting, searching for a
position that might keep off the worst of the rain.

To ’Shael with it, Valyn thought. No one’s sleeping anyway.

They could be miserable on the horses just as well as on the ground. They
could rest again when the weather cleared. For all that they needed a break,
they were Kettral. A long night on horseback wasn’t going to kill any of
them. Besides, he didn’t like sitting still when there was no way to mount an
effective guard. They might stumble over someone on horseback, but at least
they’d be mounted. At least they’d be ready.

He was just crouching down to rouse Annick when the drumming of the
rain resolved, suddenly, horrifyingly, into the drumming of hooves. He spun
about, desperately raising his blade as the mounted Urghul, lances leveled,
soaked hair streaming behind, screaming and ululating, galloped down the
low hill and into the miserable camp.
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It was Huutsuu. Of course. But not just Huutsuu.

Laith and Annick had been right. Another taamu, much larger, five or six
hundred at least, had found her far to the east. Everything Valyn knew about
the Urghul suggested that they should have killed her, offered her up to
Meshkent in some hideous ceremony, but evidently everything he learned
had been worse than useless. Not only did they not kill her and her people,



the larger tribe offered horses and help in hunting down the Annurians.

Valyn managed to kill two in the fury of the first assault, and Pyrre,
somehow, took down four more with her knives. The rest of the Kettral were
taken utterly off guard. Within heartbeats, they found themselves ringed with
dozens of spearpoints, a sharp, shifting collar inches from their throats. Even
then, they looked ready to fight, hands on knives or blades, Annick clutching
her half-drawn bow, death in her eyes until Valyn, the words like stones on
his tongue, gave the order to stand down.
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In another place, captured by another foe, the fact that they were still alive
might have been a comfort. Not here. Valyn remembered his training clearly
enough: the Urghul took captives only to offer them later, as sacrifice to
Kwihna. If half the stories were true, they might well wish they’d been killed
instead of captured. There was a simplicity, a finality to a foot of sharp steel
in the gut. The same couldn’t be said of flaying, disemboweling, or burning,
the standard fates that awaited an Urghul captive.

All the more reason, Valyn thought grimly, testing his bonds for the
hundredth time, to get uncaptured.

Not that he’d arrived at any grand plan for escape. There were no prisons
on the steppe, no brigs or dungeons, but the Urghul were thorough enough
when it came to restraining their prisoners. Along with the rest of his Wing,
Valyn was bound at the wrists and ankles, the rawhide cinched so tight he
lost feeling immediately, then tossed over the back of a horse and tied in
place. His head dangled down by the beast’s belly, so low that the front
hooves threatened to strike him when the animal broke into a canter, making
it almost impossible to see anything except the dark mud as they rode. With
every stride, the horse’s spine battered his ribs. His wounded shoulder felt
ready to rip from the socket. The Urghul had stripped their cloaks, and the
frigid rain soaked him until he trembled uncontrollably.

The pain was constant, staggering, but the pain was the least of it. Over
and over again as the horses cantered north through the night and storm,
Valyn ran through his decisions: leaving the bird, letting the prisoners live,



riding west rather than south. He’d made a mistake, that much was clear as a
knife to the eye, but it was hard to know what, exactly, he could have done
differently. Even lashed to the horse’s back, he couldn’t imagine killing the
children in Huutsuu’s camp. And the bird ... if they’d tried to fly south, the
Flea would have found them, killed them.

It’s done, he growled at himself after a while. You fucked up somewhere.
The question is what you do now.

It was difficult enough just not to pass out, but, with much straining,
Valyn managed to twist his head and half raise his torso, the joints of his
arms screaming as he stretched up and back, searching for his companions in
the driving rain. There were scores of Urghul, a mass of shifting horseflesh
and riders, and though the storm had started to abate, he caught only a
glimpse of Laith and Gwenna, trussed like sacks of grain over the backs of
their own horses.

The Urghul finally called a halt in the chill gray hour just before dawn.
When the horse went still, Valyn thought he was dreaming at first, that his
mind had lifted clear of the constant stabbing misery of his body. Then
someone sliced the cord holding him up, and he tumbled to the ground,
unable to bring his dead arms up to block the fall. The Kettral, of course, had
trained him for captivity. Though he was still bound at the wrists and ankles,
he began flexing his legs, drawing them up to his chest, then lowering them,
over and over. Then his arms. He knew how to fight with tied hands, and if
the opening presented itself, he intended to be ready. His frozen muscles
groaned in protest. The Urghul were laughing, he realized, watching him
writhe on the ground like a worm. He ignored the sound, kept moving,
though the action ground his face against the stones and wet earth.

Just when he’d gone from shaking to simply trembling, just as he’d
managed to stop biting his tongue with chattering teeth, someone seized him
by the neck, then wrestled him roughly to his feet. When he managed to
straighten up, he found himself staring at Huutsuu. Or, to be more precise, at
Huutsuu’s horse. The ksaabe who had dragged him up stepped back, as
though to offer Valyn and his captor a measure of intimacy, but the Urghul
woman hadn’t bothered to dismount. She sat her horse lazily, short spear



balanced in the crook of her arm, the thin line of a smile creasing her face.

“I told you this. I told you I would find you.”

Valyn glanced at the spear, then the horse, gauging the distance between
himself and the rider. Though his feet were still tied, he could probably grab
the weapon, rip it out of her hands or pull her off the horse, maybe even plant
it in her chest. He opened and closed his hands. They were still numb, but
they seemed to work.

And then what?

He glanced over his shoulder, able, for the first time, to make sense of the
milling bodies around him. Huutsuu had brought him to a sprawling Urghul
camp many times larger than the one in which he’d found her. Valyn stared.
Truth be told, the place was more like a town than a camp, with hundreds of
api thrown up haphazardly among the cook fires and hobbled horses, men
and women riding to and fro, even children darting about between the tents,
pale legs and faces spattered with mud. The place reeked of burning horse
dung and cooking horseflesh, wet hide and wet mud. Pennants of fur and
feather whipped from long lances planted in the earth. Men and women
gathered between tents and around fires, tended to their horses or their
children, calling to one another in their odd, singsong language. There must
have been a thousand Urghul, maybe more.

Valyn turned his attention back to Huutsuu, leaning back slowly on his
heels, forcing himself to stay still, to check his own rage. Even if he managed
to kill the woman, he’d still be tied up, trussed like a pig for whatever
happened next.

This is not the time, he told himself silently, repeating the words in his
head as though rehearsing them again and again could keep him from folly.
This is not the time.

“Where are we?” he asked instead, jerking his head at the surrounding
camp.

Huutsuu smiled. “These are my people.”

“I thought your people hated large camps. I thought you lived in taamu,
not nations.”

The Urghul woman shrugged. “We did. Not anymore.”



Before Valyn could make sense of that, other riders pulled up beside
them, each Urghul trailing a horse with a sodden human shape lashed across
the back. Relief mingled with fury, Valyn watched as, one by one, the other
members of his Wing were cut from their horses, then dumped
unceremoniously on the ground. The rest of the Urghul, like Huutsuu, refused
to dismount, watching impassively as the horses shifted beneath them, their
hooves making sucking sounds in the mud.

Annick was the first up, struggling to her knees, then her feet. She moved
awkwardly, as though she had strained or torn something during the long
ride, but Valyn could see her testing the rawhide at her wrists as she stood,
searching for some weakness. Gwenna cursed the Urghul until one of the
riders knocked her across the back of the head with the butt of his spear,
sending her reeling into the mud once more. Talal got to his feet slowly,
silent and intent. Valyn studied the leach, then flicked a sign: Your well?

Talal made an almost imperceptible nod.

So, Valyn thought, allowing himself a small smile, that’s something.

Before he could respond, however, two new Urghul rode up. The taller of
them handed a waterskin to Huutsuu without a word, and she, in turn, tossed
it to Valyn.

“Drink,” she said as he caught it awkwardly.

He eyed the bladder. He knew from experience what a single day without
water could do. If he was going to stay sharp, alert, he needed to drink. He
locked eyes with Huutsuu, raised the skin to his mouth, then tilted it back.

At first, there was nothing but the delicious wash of cold water as he
sucked it down, his body greedy for the drink. Only after a few swallows did
he finally taste the adamanth, the root’s bitter residue roughening his tongue.

Huutsuu smiled as she watched him pause.

“For the leach,” she said, gesturing to the waterskin. “My people, too,
have such creatures.”

For a moment, Valyn contemplated draining the full skin, draining it or
ripping it open on one of the Urghul spears. The adamanth wouldn’t do him
any harm, of course—it might even ease the ache in his shoulder, in his
bruised ribs—but the strong infusion would cut Talal off entirely from his



well. The Kettral used an even more concentrated form of the tea, but simply
boiling the root would prove more than effective. Clearly, the Urghul didn’t
know which member of his Wing to be wary of, but it hardly mattered. They
would make them all drink.

Valyn hefted the skin in his hands, testing its weight, then discarded the
idea of destroying it. Adamanth was common enough—no more than a weed,
really—and one could find it in ditches and swamps from the Waist to the
steppe. If he threw away one skin, the Urghul would simply produce another.
He glanced at Talal. The leach’s eyes were wary, grave, but he just shrugged.
Valyn turned back to Huutsuu, matching her stare as he drank long and full
from the skin. At least he could deny her the sight of his own disappointment.

As the Urghul passed the skin among the prisoners, Valyn considered the
camp once more, then his captors.

“What happens next?” he asked.

Huutsuu gestured at the forest of tents. “We pack, then we ride.”

“Ride where?”

“West.”

“What’s west?”

“Long Fist,” the woman replied.

“What in Hull’s name is Long Fist?”

“You will learn that when you meet him.”

So the Urghul weren’t planning to sacrifice them right away. Of course,
there was no telling how far west they planned to ride. It wasn’t much, but it
was something.

“Is that where the rest of the taamu are going?” Valyn asked. “West? To
meet Long Fist?”

“Too many questions,” Huutsuu said, waving a hand at three of the
younger Urghul. “Take them. Put them with the other one. Watch them close.
They are a soft people, but fast.”

“The other one?” Valyn demanded, shaking his head, trying to make
sense of it. “Who’s the other one?”

Huutsuu smiled. “Go. See.”

The Annurian prisoner was tied up a dozen paces beyond the last row of



api. The Urghul had bound his hands to his feet, forcing him into a hunched
crouch. It wouldn’t have been horrible at first, but a day, even half a day bent
double like that would be enough to crack most men and women. Worse,
despite the chill drizzle, they’d stripped him of his shirt. The man clearly
hadn’t eaten anything in days. Valyn could count the knobs of his spine, the
ribs, could count the seeping gashes in his skin where he’d been whipped.
The prisoner didn’t look up as the horses approached. He could have been
knocked out. Maybe he thought there was nothing to see.

“Who is it?” Valyn demanded, turning to the young rider, the taabe, who
guarded him.

“Warrior,” the taabe sneered. “Great warrior. Like you.”

The other Urghul laughed.

“When we get out of here,” Laith said, shaking his head, “when we get a
bird, I am coming back, and I am going to kill every one of these miserable
bastards.”

“Might take a long time,” Valyn said, glancing over his shoulder. “There
are millions.”

“I’ll help him,” Gwenna growled.

“Me, too,” the prisoner said, without bothering to raise his head. “I bet
we’d make a good team.”

Valyn froze, chill rain trickling down the back of his neck, making him
shiver. The man’s voice was hollow, weak, but there was something there....
He took a step back, looking for space, ignoring the sharp spearpoint pressing
against his back.

“So you lived after all,” he said, trying to keep his voice steady.

Balendin Ainhoa raised his head. A massive bruise purpled the side of his
face, half closing one eye. His upper lip was split, and, high on his shoulder,
a mirror of Valyn’s own wound, the half-healed scar left by Kaden’s
crossbow bolt leaked pus and blood. If the leach was bothered by his injuries,
however, he didn’t show it. “Of course I lived. What did Hendran say? If you
haven’t seen the body, don’t count the kill.”

“You shit-licking whoreson,” Gwenna snarled, lunging forward, her
Urghul captors forgotten. One of the horsemen extended a spear and she went



down face-first in the mud.

Balendin just raised his brows, his bonds not permitting much else. “I see
that you’re not getting along with our hosts any better than I am. I guess that
means we’re on the same side. Again.” He started to smile, then grimaced as
his lip cracked open, bleeding anew.

“We were never on the same side,” Valyn said. Despite the cold, his skin
blazed. His skin and his blood. Even the breath in his lungs seemed to burn.
Like Gwenna, he’d nearly forgotten the surrounding horsemen. Whatever the
Urghul were, whatever they were planning, this was the man who had
murdered Amie and Ha Lin, who had come so close to murdering Kaden.
Everything—their flight from the Eyrie, the Flea’s pursuit and Finn’s death,
even their current captivity—could be traced right back to Balendin Ainhoa.
Had Valyn not been so tightly bound, he would have leapt on the leach,
would have wrung the life from his flesh. “We were never on the same side,”
he said again. “And we never will be.”

He tried to collar his anger, to choke it back. Fury so blind and
unreasoning was dangerous in any situation; around Balendin it was deadly.
Valyn wasn’t likely to forget their last fight, that desperate night battle high
in the Bone Mountains, Balendin knocking aside Annick’s arrows with the
tiniest flick of his fingers, Balendin sending stones hurling through the
darkness, Balendin chuckling smugly, knowing that as long as Valyn hated
him, he would have power. All leaches were strange, unnatural creatures, but
there was a world of difference between Talal, who relied on iron for his
strength, and Balendin, who fed off the emotions of his foes. Balendin needed
the fear and the rage, cultivated them, and while Valyn could, for the most
part, master his fear of the leach, the rage was another matter entirely. Clearly
the Urghul had drugged Balendin in the same way they had Talal. Had they
not, the vicious bastard would already have gutted them all.

Balendin pursed his lips. “You’ve always had a hard time with
compromise, Valyn. It’s a shame, particularly now. I could use an ally.” He
cocked his head to the side. “And from the look of it, so could you.”

Before Valyn could reply, one of the taabe slammed a spear shaft into the
backs of his knees, dropping him into the mud.



“Talk less,” the rider said, dismounting with obvious distaste, then tying
Valyn in the same uncomfortable manner as Balendin.

Valyn tried to reply, but the Urghul cuffed him across the cheek.

“Talk less.”

Balendin smirked as Valyn’s Wing was bound. “Well, just think about it,
Valyn. I know we’ve had our differences, but...” He shrugged, the movement
cut short by his cords, “I think we could get past all that.”
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Over and over, day after day, like the chorus to a desperate song, the words
revolved in Adare’s mind: It can’t be true. It can’t be true. It can’t be true.
When the song stopped, however, when the tune fell off, she heard a different
voice, cold and rational: Yes. It can.

The history of the Atmani was ancient, to be sure, but though the wounds
to the cities and land had long healed, the scars remained. Certainly, the
accounts were fresh enough. Adare had read dozens of them as a child, tales
penned by people who were there, who saw what happened. The chronicles
didn’t agree on much, but the basics were clear: the Atmani kings and
queens, six immortal leach-lords, ruled Eridroa well and justly for close to
five hundred years. Then they went mad.

When three decades of civil war were finally over, they had destroyed
half the world in fire, famine, and war. It was true that Roshin and Rishinira
hadn’t been quite as brutal as the others, disappearing entirely before the last
spasms of slaughter began, but that didn’t mean much. If Nira and Oshi were
the last of the leach-lords, they had the blood of thousands on their hands,
tens of thousands. It was almost impossible to believe, but Adare had seen the
hovering net of flame, had heard Oshi’s ranting. He’d been ready to kill her,
to murder her for destroying a tower that had collapsed centuries earlier.

Adare glanced over at the old man. He sat on the bank of the canal, on a
wide, flat stone where Nira had put him while they ate their lunch,
comfortably away from the other pilgrims. Since the terrifying scene in the
old tower, he had returned to his quiet, gentle madness, but Nira never let him
wander from her sight. She was always there with the bottle when he grew



puzzled or distressed, helping him to tip it up while the pungent spirits
dribbled down his chin. There were dozens of bottles of the stuff clinking
softly in the bottom of the wagon. What it was, Adare still had no idea, but it
seemed to work. At the moment Oshi was gazing down the steep bank,
singing a soft, incomprehensible song to the rising carp.

And Nira ... Adare studied her surreptitiously while she ate a small bowl
of cold rice. While it was true that the old woman had proven helpful, even
kind, in her brusque way, since the scene by the canal she had become more
guarded, her eyes more dangerous. She understood as well as Adare that the
balance of power had shifted between the two of them, and it was clear she
didn’t appreciate the shift. Nira had redoubled her lashings, both verbal and
physical, as though newly determined to teach the young woman a lesson,
any lesson.

“Look,” Adare said finally, wiping her chin with the back of her hand. “I
appreciate your hiding me these past weeks, but things have changed.”

Nira’s eyes narrowed.

“Don’t seem that different to me.”

“They don’t?” Adare asked, trying not to raise her voice, shooting a
nervous glance at Oshi. “Have you forgotten the other night? Forgotten what
[ saw?”

“Don’t see that it matters.”

Adare exhaled slowly. “Yes. Well. I do.” She leaned in. “I know who you
are. You’ve kept my secret, and I appreciate that, but traveling with you is an
enormous risk....”

“Being a princess disguised as a pilgrim is a risk.”

Adare nodded vigorously. “Which is why I don’t need any more.” She
took a deep breath, trying to slow herself. “The other pilgrims already distrust
you. You heard Lehav the other night. I think it might just be best if we went
our separate ways.”

Nira frowned, then shook her head. “Don’t think so.”

Adare stared. “You don’t think so?”

“Think we’ll keep on as we’ve been.”

“No,” Adare said, the fear rising up inside her. “You’re not listening. I



will find other companions.”

“And have me wonderin’ every day if you sold us for a bit a’ trust from
yer newfound friends?”

Adare shook her head. “I wouldn’t do that. Never. Besides, if I went to
the pilgrims claiming that Roshin and Rishinira are just over there, cooking
fish by the wagon, who would believe me? People would think I’d lost my
mind.”

“They might not believe the Atmani part,” Nira said grimly, “but it don’t
take much talk a’ leaches to see a couple old fools strung twitchin’ from a
tree.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” Adare insisted again.

Nira smiled a toothy smile. “I know. B’cause you’ll be right here with us
till the long walk’s over.”

Adare took a deep breath, gathering her nerve. The woman and her
brother were leaches, they could kill her with a gesture, but the three of them
sat in plain sight of the rest of the pilgrims, barely a hundred paces of untilled
field between them. Surely Nira wouldn’t be bold enough to attack Adare
where the others might see, might notice. Adare tried to believe that as she
leaned forward once more.

“This is not a negotiation,” she said firmly. “It is a fact.”

Nira rounded on her snake-quick, snapping the side of her cane into
Adare’s temple, knocking her a few paces down the steep embankment. For a
few heartbeats Adare fought the throbbing pain and the rising darkness.
Finally she was able to struggle to her knees, then her feet. At last, holding
her skull, she looked up to find the old woman shaking her head, a quick, curt
motion, lips tight.

“I understand you’re a princess and all,” Nira hissed. “You’re bright.
You’re ambitious. You’ve won a few petty little battles....”

“Petty battles?” Adare demanded, trying to get her feet beneath her. To
show weakness now was to fail, and she could not afford to fail. “I saw the
Chief Priest of Intarra destroyed. I gelded his entire Church.”

Nira snorted. “A batch of sun-blind fools.”

Adare wasn’t sure how to respond to that, but the woman was already



bulling ahead. “You’ve been a minister a few months. I ruled this whole
fucking continent”—she paused to stab her cane into the soft earth—“for
centuries. You had a quarrel with a priest? We,” she included Oshi in her
gesture, “battled Dirik and Chirug for decades. I faced Shihjahin on the black
rock for three nights and three days while the earth cracked around us and
men died by the thousands.”

Her lips were drawn back in a snarl. Adare felt a cold hand close around
her heart.

“I saw your family rise from nothing, watched Terial struggle to found his
little empire, scraping together our ashes and calling them a civilization. I
saw Terial die. And Santun, and Anlatun—all of them. Missed your father’s
funeral tendin’ ta Oshi’s cough, but make no mistake about it girl, when the
time comes, I will see you stuck in one a’ those caves, bony hands folded on
your chest. So if you think, you presumptuous little bitch, that because you
are a fucking Malkeenian, a princess, a clever girl in a stupid world, think
this: for a thousand years and more I have refrained from using my powers.
For a thousand years I have kept my brother from destroying everything he
sees. I hope to continue doing so until I’ve done what I intend to do, and if
you’d seen what my brother is capable of, my hopes would be your fucking
prayers.”

She shook her head, and some of the fury had drained from her voice
when she spoke again. “Our fight is not with you, girl, but if you cross me,
you’ll wish it had been you and not that useless priest who burned in Intarra’s
fire.”

When the woman finally fell silent, Adare realized she had taken two or
three steps back, as though driven bodily by the force of Nira’s fury.

“Sister?” Oshi asked, looking up from the carp, worry and confusion in
his cloudy eyes. One hand opened and closed as though attempting a fist. “Is
there danger?” He glanced at Adare uncertainly, then at the land around them,
eyes fixing on the pilgrims atop the bank. “Must we fight?”

Nira shifted her eyes from Adare to her brother, then back.

“Ask her,” she said.

Adare hesitated, fear, humiliation, and awe raging high inside her like a



river about to burst its banks. She wanted to lash out, to physically strike the
old woman. She wanted to whimper. There wasn’t much space left over for
rational thought, but it was to that remaining sliver of her mind that her
father’s voice spoke from the depth of her childhood. You cannot see clearly,
Adare, when your sight is clouded by your own emotions.

She took an unsteady breath, then another. Rishinira was a leach, an
abomination, one of the twisted vipers responsible for the deaths of
thousands, but not, at least not necessarily, Adare’s enemy. Her mind spun,
trying to see the truth. The old woman had helped her, hidden her, protected
her, and asked for nothing in return except Adare’s complicity.

“No,” Adare said slowly, raising her hands. “I don’t want a fight.”

Nira studied her for a long time, then nodded brusquely. “All right then.
When we’ve got to Olon and done what needs doin’ there, ya won’t see us
again. We’ll disappear.” She glanced at her brother. “We’re good at that, ain’t
we, ya stupid sack a’ shit?”

Adare frowned. She had spent so much time worrying about how to
handle Nira and her brother that she never paused to wonder why the two had
joined the pilgrimage in the first place. It seemed an unlikely decision. Travel
involved unexpected surprises. Joining a large group increased the chance of
awkward questions, prying glances, inadvertent disclosures. Adare’s own
nerves were frayed ragged from two weeks maintaining her disguise, and yet,
for some reason, the two Atmani had sought out the company, willingly
attaching themselves to the other pilgrims for the long march south.

“And what,” Adare asked slowly, “are you doing on the road to Olon?”

Nira eyed her warily. “Didn’t we just get done pissin’ on each other over
the keepin’ a’ secrets? Now you want ta go sharing more?”

Adare paused. It would be easy to let it go, to leave the conversation on a
note of uneasy détente and turn her attention to the challenges awaiting her to
the south. There were enough dangerous people hoping to see her dead
without adding the *Kent-kissing Atmani to the list. On the other hand, Nira’s
presence in the pilgrimage seemed too strange to be utter coincidence, as
though she, too, were swept south on the same unsettled political tide that
carried Adare. It was hard to imagine what an immortal leach might want



with a crumbling city like Olon, but there was a chance that her unspoken
goals coincided in some way with Adare’s. Unfortunately, the trading of
secrets involved trading.

Don’t give, Adare thought grimly, don’t get.

“I’m raising an army,” Adare said. “That’s why I’m going to Olon.”

Nira pursed her wrinkled lips. “S’wrong with the four ya already got?”

“They aren’t mine,” Adare replied.

“Annurian armies. Annurian princess. Sound like yours ta me.”

“They belong to il Tornja,” Adare said, voice tight. “And he is not my
ally.”

“Ah...” Nira let the syllable hang in the light breeze. “It’s like that, then.”
She shook her head. “Civil war, girl. It’s nothing ta fuck with.”

“I’ve got no choice,” Adare said, more heat than she intended in her
voice. “The kenarang murdered my father.”

Nira shrugged. “Your father sat on that ugly rock, but he was just one
man. Lot more than that are gonna die, you go startin’ a war. Who’s gonna do
the dyin’ on your side?”

“The Sons of Flame,” Adare replied.

Nira raised a bushy eyebrow.

“They hate the empire already,” Adare went on, trying to sound like she
believed the words as they left her lips. Trying to believe them. “I just need to
convince Vestan Ameredad that I’m a different type of Malkeenian.”

She fell silent, waiting for the old woman to berate her for
shortsightedness, stupidity, or both, but Nira just sucked air between her
crooked teeth. “Ameredad,” she said after a while. “Might be we’re not just
on the same path, but in the same wagon, too.”

Adare frowned. “What do you want with him?”

“Maybe nothing. Can’t say till I see the man, till I see his face.”

“What’s that going to tell you?”

“Whether he’s the one did this to us,” the old woman replied, voice
hardening.

Adare hesitated. A cold wind had picked up, whipping down from the
north, churning the canal to a froth of chop and spray, whipping Adare’s face



with her hair. Oshi turned from the water, shaking his head, tears coursing
down his weathered cheeks.

“They’re gone,” he said, gesturing to the water. “The fish are gone.” His
voice was lost, plaintive, pitifully weak against the gusts. “Did I kill them,
Nira? Did I kill them all?”

“No,” she said, keeping her eyes on Adare. “You didn’t kill them, Oshi.”

“Did what to you?” Adare asked.

Nira waved a hand at Oshi. “Made us immortal. Made us kings and
queens of half the world. Made us mad.”

Adare shivered at the words even as she tried to make sense of them.
She’d read dozens of accounts of the origin of the Atmani, but not one, not
even Yenten’s History, claimed any certainty about where the leach-lords had
acquired their longevity or power.

“Who...” Adare began hesitantly, searching for a way to frame the
question. “How...”

“Csestriim,” Nira hissed, then spat onto the dirt. “Didn’t realize it then.
Didn’t learn till later, when we caught and killed two of them. Two of the
three.”

Adare shook her head at the impossibility of the notion. “Why would the
Csestriim want to ... help you?”

“Help?” Nira choked on a laugh, then stabbed a bony finger at Oshi.
“Does that look like helping ta you?”

“But they made you immortal,” Adare protested. “They gave you
powers.”

“The powers were ours before we ever met them. They just ... enhanced
them. As for immortal...” She held out a withered arm. “Looks like they
didn’t get that quite right either. This body’s going ta dirt. It’s just takin’ a lot
longer than it oughta.” She grimaced. “The Csestriim didn’t give a rotted shit
for us, girl—they were trying to make a new breed, or to remake an old one.
Thought they’d found a way to bring back their race.”

Adare stared. “But you’re not Csestriim. You have feelings.”

Nira snorted. “You noticed? Like I said, they tried to play at Bedisa’s
work and they fucked up.”



“The beginning of your reign was a golden age,” Adare pointed out.

“And then it went straight into the shitter. We weren’t meant to live this
long, to have this much power. Something up here,” she rapped at her skull
with a knuckle, “can’t take it.”

“But you aren’t...”

“That’s because I realized it first. Quit dipping into my well. I tried to get
Roshin to stop, too, but he was wrapped up in the dream. The dream first, and
then the war.” Her eyes were dark, bleak. “He catches glimpses, sometimes,
of what it’s done to him, but if I left him alone for a full day, he’d throw
himself right back into it.”

“A thousand years,” Adare breathed, mind reeling at the thought. “For
more than a thousand years you’ve done nothing but keep him drugged. Keep
him in check.”

“Not nothing, girl,” Nira snapped. “Learned ta knit a few centuries back.
Picked up the flute a bit.” She shrugged. “Since forgot it.”

“Why?” Adare asked quietly. “If you resent the immortality so much,
couldn’t you...” She trailed off.

“Bash his head in?” Nira asked brightly. She turned to her brother.
“Whatta ya say, Rosh? How’d ya feel about a quick brick to the brain?”

He turned his rheumy eyes on her, open mouth revealing his yellowing
teeth. “If you think so, Nira...” he responded hesitantly. “Whatever you think
is best.”

The old woman let out an exasperated sigh. “Whatever I think is best.
What a pathetic pile 0o’ bones you’ve become.” She turned back to Adare.
“I’m tempted to kill him almost every day. Seems it’d be a mercy, but then,
he’s my brother. Bad thing to kill your own brother with a brick. Besides,
maybe I can heal him. Maybe I can find the one who knows how.”

“The last Csestriim,” Adare said.

Nira nodded. “The smart one. The one with the ideas.”

“And you think it’s Vestan Ameredad?” Adare asked, shaking her head.
“Why?”

The old woman frowned. “Nah. Not really. Been looking for a lot of
years, and only had a couple of brushes ta show for it.”



“But why Vestan?”

Nira nodded, as though considering the question anew. “He’s a meddler,
this bastard I’m hunting. Meddled with me. Meddled with others. Likes to be
near the center of the pile of shit. We weren’t the only kings he propped up
over the years, and if this Ameredad’s fixing to topple your empire...” She
shrugged. “I’ve walked across half a continent for less. ’Sides, sounds like he
more or less fits the bill—tall, dark, unfunny, smart.”

Adare stared. “There must be a hundred men who fit the description. A
thousand. If the Csestriim you’re looking for cleaves to centers of power,
why aren’t you in Annur? Why aren’t you in the Dawn Palace?”

Nira raised an eyebrow. “Just walk up ta the palace and batter at the door
with m’ cane? Is that it?” She shook her head. “Ain’t as easy ta get in and out
a’ those nice red walls as ya think. ’Sides—Oshi and I just did a couple
decades in Annur. Nothin’ but burned rice and shit stink. It’s in Olon that the
pot’s boilin” over, and so Olon’s where we’re goin’. Like I said, probably
ain’t Ameredad, but ya sit in one place too long, ya get old.”

Adare studied the woman. It seemed like a mad plan, crisscrossing the
earth looking for the creature who had given them immortality, but then, the
Atmani were mad. That was the one thing on which all the historians agreed.

“And if it is him? If the man leading the Sons of Flame is the one you’re
looking for? What then?”

“See if he can fix us.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder at Oshi. “Fix
him.”

“And if he can’t?”

“Kill him.”

“I need Ameredad,” Adare blurted. “I need the Sons of Light to
overthrow il Tornja.”

“Well then,” Nira said, voice flat, hard, “you’d best hope he’s not the one
I’m looking for.”
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Olon straddled the blue-brown shallows of the northern end of Lake Baku
like a gracile thousand-legged spider of stone, her body an oblong island a
few hundred paces offshore, her legs the narrow quays stretching into the
shimmering water and the slender stone bridges reaching toward the north
bank. Even seen through the blindfold, the narrow towers and shapely domes
were far more elegant than Annur’s stark angles and rigid lines, but Adare
couldn’t spare much attention for the architecture, not with two score armed
men blocking the bridge on which she stood.

The men weren’t uniformed, not that she could make out, anyway, but it
was clear enough from the neat ranks, from the well-polished weapons and
obvious military discipline that they weren’t a band of thugs out to rob
pilgrims. They might have been legionaries, only they weren’t wearing
imperial armor, and besides, none of the armies had a legion stationed in
Olon. Which meant the Sons of Flame. Which meant the reports Adare had
heard were true. She wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or terrified.

She had thought, at first, that the men were just running a routine patrol
on the bridge, checking carts and carriages, maybe strong-arming money out
of the merchants, some sort of “levy” to support the faithful. As she
approached, however, caught up in the knot of pilgrims, she realized they
were waiting—forty or fifty of them, well-armed and alert—just waiting.
Adare glanced over her shoulder, half expecting to find another army
marching on the city, an attacking force that might warrant the presence of so
many armed men, but there was no army. Only the stragglers of her own
pilgrimage alongside a few local cart drivers lashing ponderous water



buffalo.

“Looks as though the light lovers think they own the bridges,” Nira
groused, spitting onto the flagstones.

Adare nodded nervously. She’d expected the Sons of Flame to be hidden
away somewhere, holed up in alleys and cellars, not standing at attention
athwart the main bridge into the city. Ameredad was either very bold, very
stupid, or both. Such an open display of force risked the full retaliation of
Annur, at least once il Tornja heard of it.

On the bright side, she thought bleakly, at least I don’t need to go hunting
around for them in the taverns. At least they’re here.

She reached up to adjust her blindfold, squared her shoulders, then moved
forward with the mass of gold-robed faithful, just another pilgrim returning to
the city where the faith was born. The soldiers, younger men mostly, some
with onion-pale skin, others dark as charred wood, watched the throng
approach. Adare waited for them to move aside, to allow the devout into the
city, but they did not move. Instead, when the first wagons reached the height
of the bridge, a broad-shouldered man with a neck like a dock piling stepped
forward. He must have been well into his fifth decade, though the years had
done nothing to chip away at the heavy muscle of his arms and chest.

“Stop,” he said, voice loud enough he didn’t bother to raise a hand.

The pilgrimage clattered to a halt in a welter of confused questions, those
behind demanding answers from their friends nearer the top of the bridge.
Adare’s hands were slippery with sweat. She forced herself to leave them at
her side, not to wipe them on her robes. She felt light-headed, as though she
might pass out. It would be a disaster, of course. If she fell, the pilgrims who
came to her aid would remove the blindfold, and then she was dead.

Keep standing, she told herself silently. Stay on your ’Kent-kissing feet.

The Sons of Flame hadn’t moved, but their commander was running his
gaze over the golden-robed men and women at the front of the line, his mouth
twisted in a scowl.

“Where is the Malkeenian?” he asked finally.

Ice slid down Adare’s spine. She wanted to flee and fight all at the same
time. The bridge balustrade was only a few paces off. She couldn’t see what



lay beneath, but if she hurled herself off of it ...

“Keep still, ya dumb wench,” Nira murmured, voice pitched for Adare’s
ears alone. “And keep your mouth shut.”

Legs trembling beneath her, Adare stood still, heart slamming against her
ribs. Suddenly, her blindfold and backstory seemed pathetic, a flimsy shield
against so many ideas, so many curious minds. Of course someone
recognized her, recognized or suspected that the tall young woman traveling
alone, the one hiding her eyes, might be more than she seemed. Despite
Nira’s admonition, Adare was ready to run, to leap into the lake below, when
a strong hand took her by the elbow, the fingers like steel.

“What...” she cried, breaking off when she twisted to find Lehav holding
her.

He smiled grimly. “Let’s go.”

“I’'m not—"

“Of course you’re not,” he said, shoving her forward. “Let’s go.”

Adare glanced over at Nira, hoping, praying that the woman might do
something, but Nira just watched, eyes like slits in her wizened face, then
gave an almost imperceptible shake of the head.

By the time Adare had recovered her wits enough to struggle, she stood in
the wide space between the Sons of Flame and the pilgrims, Lehav still at her
side, still holding her by the arm, his grip so tight she could feel the bruises
forming. The bridge had gone silent. Hundreds of stares bored into her, most
of them confused, some already angry. For a fleeting moment she thought she
might be able to bluff her way through, then discarded the idea as stupidity,
insanity. Somehow Lehav knew her, knew who she was. The only hope was
to put a brave face on the thing, to do what she had come to do.

With her free hand she reached up and pulled the blindfold free.

“I am Adare hui’Malkeenian,” she said, “daughter of the murdered
Emperor, princess of Annur, and the Minister of Finance. [ have come here to
set right a wrong, and to forge again a bond that has been broken between my
family and the Divine Church of Intarra.”

The pilgrims stared, shocked. Even the soldiers looked somewhat taken
aback. Lehav, however, just snorted.



“Nice speech. Are you finished?”

“No,” she said, squaring her shoulders, standing a little straighter. “I am
not finished. I came to speak with Vestan Ameredad, not to be manhandled
by one of his minions.”

The muscled soldier, the one who had first called out her name, laughed
at that, a quick, scornful bark.

Adare turned on him, a queasy feeling in her gut. “You are Ameredad?”
The man seemed brutish and ill-mannered, a poor combination, given what
she hoped to achieve. At her question he just laughed harder.

“That’s enough, Kamger,” Lehav said.

The man’s laughter ended instantly.

Adare turned in horror, realizing her mistake, but the pilgrim she knew as
Lehav ignored her, gesturing instead to the men and women he had walked
alongside during the march south.

“These people have come a long way. They are tired and hungry. It seems
you want to make a show, but they have not come here for a show. They have
come here because of their devotion to the goddess, not for some sordid
spectacle of a lying bureaucrat brought low.”

Adare rounded on the man, anger stiffening her trembling legs. “I am
neither lying, nor a bureaucrat.”

Lehav studied her a moment, seemed about to say something, then shook
his head, turning instead to the assembled crowd.

“My mother named me Lehav, but the goddess gave me a new name:
Ameredad. 1 thank my brothers and sisters of the road for their
companionship and piety, their quiet devotion and sacrifice to Intarra. You
have given up much to come here—work and family, security—and I will see
to it that this new city, this holy city, welcomes you as you deserve.

“As for this...” he said, jerking his head toward Adare without bothering
to look at her. “You witness here Malkeenian treachery firsthand. Do not
forget it.”

Most men would have said more, would have waited for the applause and
the stamping of feet, but when Lehav had finished speaking he turned,
passing Adare to Kamger without a glance over his shoulder.



“See that she’s brought to the Geven Cellars. Double guard. I will be
along after I have cleaned myself, prayed, and made my offering to the
goddess.”

Kamger saluted, but Lehav was already striding through his troops and
into Olon as though Adare had ceased to exist. That was when the Aedolians
struck.

At first she thought the pilgrims behind her were just voicing their
confusion and outrage. There were shouts, cries that could have been
accusation or anger, the clatter of hooves. Then she saw the faces of the
soldiers gathered around her, the sudden surprise and fear in the eyes of the
Sons of Flame, followed by the desperate scramble to draw weapons. A
scramble ending in failure.

At first, all Adare knew was that two men, both moun