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    This one’s for everyone who wanted to know the rest of the story. Thanks for coming on the journey with me.


    


    


    


    [image: C:\Courtney\fic\LabyrinthofFlame\Book_for_Layout\Maps\ShatteredSigilMap1_WesternArkennland.jpg]

    [image: C:\Courtney\fic\LabyrinthofFlame\Book_for_Layout\Maps\ShatteredSigilMap2_EasternArkennland.jpg]


    [image: C:\Courtney\fic\LabyrinthofFlame\Book_for_Layout\Maps\ShatteredSigilMap3_Clanlands_and_Prosul_Akheba.jpg]


    



    [bookmark: _Toc432273018]Chapter One


    


    (Dev)


    


    “You want water, boys? It’ll cost you.” The clansman bared yellowed teeth at me and Kiran in a shrewd, fierce grin. A rat’s nest of graying curls threaded with agate chips and bits of carved bone framed his sun-wizened face. Both his rough-woven clothes and leathery skin were the same deep, rusty copper as the sandstone of the natural rock bowl surrounding us. The bowl itself was hundreds of yards wide, its smooth sweep of stone broken by patches of crusted sand choked with spinebrush and pear cactus. Giant boulders loomed at the bowl’s lip. Their shapes were oddly sinuous, like humped, drowsing beasts.


    “We’ve goods to bargain,” I assured the clansman. Another hulking boulder nearby bore a series of scratched symbols to signify this was a trading ground for the fiercely territorial clans who haunted the borderlands between Arkennland and Varkevia. The trade ground hadn’t been easy to find. We were in untracked terrain here, far distant from the regular routes traveled by merchant house convoys. I hadn’t even been sure any clanfolk would show when I blew on the cracked bone flute Kiran had found tucked inside a hole beneath the boulder’s symbols. I’d been relieved beyond the telling when this oldster ghosted out of the rocks in response to the flute’s eerie wail. Kiran and I had mere dregs left in our waterskins, and at least fifty miles yet to go across this barren maze of buttes and canyons to reach the border city of Prosul Akheba.


    A destination we had to reach fast. Otherwise, Kiran was a dead man. We had only a scant supply left of the drug that was keeping him alive and no way of making more. The famed scholars of Prosul Akheba’s collegium were our best hope, and I’d do a hell of a lot worse than risk a shortcut across barren desert to make sure Kiran survived. Without Kiran’s help, I’d never stop his master Ruslan from sending demons from the darkest of legends to rip me and everyone I loved to bloody, screaming shreds.


    “Show me what you have to trade.” The clansman’s sharp black eyes shifted from me to Kiran, who was crouched beside our packs with his night-dark hair obscuring his grimy face. “You’d best not stint, either. From the looks of those…” The clansman twitched a contemptuous finger at our pile of flaccid waterskins. “Without my aid, you’ll soon be visiting Shaikar’s hells. Unless you boys are mages powerful enough to conjure water from stone.” He chuckled, a dry, hissing sound like a snake slithering through sand.


    Kiran raised his head. His blue eyes met mine, full of bitter amusement.


    Yeah, if this oldster knew the truth, he wouldn’t be laughing. Looking at Kiran, all he saw was a weary, travel-stained youth so skinny a strong blow might snap him in two. He’d never guess Kiran was a blood mage, trained to fuel spells with torture and murder, capable of snuffing out a life with a single touch…or conjuring enough water to drown this clansman where he stood.


    I sighed. Too bad Kiran couldn’t cast even a wisp of a spell here in Arkennland without bringing his sadistic viper of a master down on our heads.


    “Go on,” I said to Kiran, with a sardonic lift of my brows. “Show him a stone.”


    Kiran rummaged in his battered pack and produced a crimson carcabon stone the size of his thumb. We’d chipped a handful of stones that large as we’d descended the cliffs of the Whitefires’ southern peaks, which stabbed skyward like bared fangs above the boulders. This late in the summer, no snow lined those stark granite pinnacles, which meant we hadn’t seen water since we crossed the range’s crest. The red-rock desert surrounding us wasn’t quite as arid as the alkali flats of the Painted Valley some two hundred miles to the north, where my home city of Ninavel depended entirely upon mages’ spellcasting for water. Here seeps lay hidden deep in caves and canyons, but their exact locations were jealously guarded secrets.


    Which left us at one hell of a disadvantage in this trade, but I’d make it work. I had to.


    The clansman squinted at the carcabon. “A promising start, but far from enough. How many gems this size do you have?”


    Apparently he thought us such idiots we might blurt out the full extent of our stash. “Enough to give you two stones per filled waterskin.”


    The clansman’s smile sharpened. I crossed my arms, letting the warding charms banding my wrists catch the light of the afternoon sun. A warning: we were no easy prey, although not for the reason he’d think. The charms I wore were Alathian-made, stolen from the mages of the Council’s Watch before Kiran and I escaped through their warded eastern border into the Whitefires, and the magic bound within the rune-marked silver met the ridiculously strict Alathian legal standards. The wards would stop a blade, maybe even a dragonclaw charm, but they wouldn’t so much as singe an attacker’s hand. The runes looked close enough to those seen on far nastier charms made in Ninavel that I hoped the clansman wouldn’t know the difference. Alathians didn’t often cross the mountains.


    “Two stones, you say? I say your lives are worth far more.” The clansman pursed his lips. “Ten stones per skin.”


    We didn’t have anywhere near so many gems. Kiran and I exchanged another swift, speaking glance; his dark with worry, mine a reassurance: Take it easy. I’ve got this.


    “Khalmet wasn’t so kind to a pair of footsore prospectors this trip,” I said. Kiran bowed his head again. I couldn’t see his eyes anymore, hidden as they were by his hair, but irony was plain in the slant of his mouth. Yeah, “not so kind” was quite the understatement. These last months, I’d begun to suspect the god of luck’s skeletal bad hand was permanently fixed to my shoulder, dooming me to disaster—and I hadn’t endured half of what Kiran had suffered.


    I said, “Most I can give is three stones per waterskin, but every stone is top quality. Plus I’ll throw in a bonemender charm, the best you’ve ever sparked.” The bit about the bonemender wasn’t even a lie. The Alathian Council wasn’t half so tight-assed about healing spells as they were about every other kind of magic.


    The clansman’s black eyes glittered. “Give me those warding charms on your wrists along with the bonemender, boy, and you’ll have a deal.”


    I snorted. “Do we look like soft-headed merchanter marks to you? Fuck if I’ll hand over my protection so you can jump us the moment we turn our backs.”


    The clansman released another hissing chuckle. “No need for fighting, not here in Shaikar’s furnace. You’d best take my terms, or all I need do is wait and take gems and charms alike from your parched corpses.”


    Kiran tensed, and I willed him not to raise his head again. I didn’t want the clansman to get too good a look at him. I’d have left Kiran hidden in the rocks, but tales I’d heard in my convoy days had left me leery of that idea. Supposedly clanfolk never came to a bargain alone, and they didn’t take well to the suggestion of ambush.


    I said, “Leave us to die of thirst, and we’ll see you get nothing. Pound the carcabon to powder and slag our charms. You want to profit from us, you’ve got to trade for it.”


    “You have a ringtail’s boldness,” the clansman said with a yellowed smirk. “Yet I am no fool. Men do not avoid the trade road and risk dying waterless without reason. Such travelers had best offer enough to buy my clan’s silence as well as our water.”


    Great. If I gave into his arm-twisting, I’d only confirm we had something to hide—and I sure as hell didn’t trust we could purchase his silence.


    “Reason?” I kicked Kiran’s pack, sourly. It slumped over onto the sandstone without any clinking of gems or ingots. “Only thing to do with a prospecting trip as Khalmet-cursed as this one is to end it fast. Plodding all the way out Firestrike Canyon to the convoy route wastes weeks. We shortcut across the desert and resupply in Prosul Akheba quick enough, we can gem-hunt in a different mountain cirque before the snows come. Otherwise, we’ll be starving this winter. Avoiding that is worth a little risk, and I don’t give a damn who knows it.”


    Kiran muttered in agreement, sounding properly glum about it. He’d gotten a lot better at playacting since I first met him. Helpful as it was right now, I wasn’t so sure it was a good change.


    The clansman’s weathered face gave me no clues about whether he was buying my little tale. “Might be starving sooner,” he said. “The Akhebans are jumpy these days. Doubt they’ll let a pair of convoy-less stragglers inside the city’s wards without good reason.”


    Was he lying, hoping to suss out if we were truly destitute or not? Suliyya grant he was lying! We couldn’t afford any delays in reaching the collegium.


    “What’s got the Akhebans so spooked?”


    The clansman twisted a hand in a gesture I couldn’t read. Fading blue tattoos covered his bony knuckles and spiraled up his wrists. “New demon cult’s on the rise.”


    The word “demon” set my heart hammering; beside me, Kiran had frozen into utter stillness.


    Damn it, this news might have nothing to do with us. I’d heard enough tales from convoy drovers to know that cults continuously bloomed and faded in Varkevian cities, as disciples of each new doctrinal craze fought to gain power and sweep aside the old. Sounded crazy to me, but the Varkevian-born drovers I’d known panted after every bit of cult-related news with all the passion of streetside gamblers watching a snakefight. They did love their stories of gods and demons.


    Yet certain of those stories contained cold, hard truth. I couldn’t stop a glance at Kiran, who remained rigid as stone.


    The clansman was watching Kiran too. Unease rippled through me.


    “Cityfolk chase after nonsense, but we black-daggers know the truth.” A sudden, dark fervor colored the clansman’s voice, and his guttural accent grew thicker. “Shaikar is master over all, and rare are the mortals blessed with a chance to gain his favor.”


    The oldster looked as Varkevian as they came, but I’d heard some clanfolk claimed descent from the infamous black-dagger Kaithans, who’d long ago been exiled from the tribelands beyond the southern blight. The other Kaithan tribes hadn’t taken too well to the black-daggers’ insistence that Shaikar, lord and guardian of the deathless hells, wasn’t merely the brother of all the other gods in the southern pantheon but their creator and master.


    I shrugged, carefully noncommittal. “All I know about the gods is that right now they don’t like me. So trade us water, and let a pair of Khalmet-touched prospectors cross out of your clan’s territory before our misfortune spills over onto you.”


    The clansman’s gaze still rested on Kiran, and his eyes had gone opaque in a way I didn’t much like. Bad enough that Kiran’s bone-pale skin marked him as foreign in ancestry. But his pallor hadn’t changed a whit even after a solid month of traveling under the ferocious blaze of a high altitude sun. Pasty-skinned immigrants from the far north often wore sun-shroud charms to stop themselves from burning and blistering, but no sun-shroud was so strong as to prevent them from tanning entirely. I’d made Kiran grime his face, neck, and hands with coppery dirt to hide their lack of color, and clothe every inch of the rest of his skin despite the heat, but still. The last thing I wanted was for some tale of a bizarrely pallid young prospector to reach Ninavel.


    The clansman spoke. “True enough that we want none of strangers’ misfortune.” His eyes flicked back to me. “What other healing charms have you?”


    Not many. Some skinseal charms, a lone bloodfreeze…no, I wasn’t going to give up the one charm we had that could stop serious bleeding, and skinseals were common as sand, hardly worth ten decets. I did have one other charm that might work as a bargaining token.


    “I’ve a frostflower I’m willing to trade.” Weak like most Alathian charms, its magic likely to fade within an hour of being sparked, but it could save a man from death by heatstroke. I didn’t much like trading the frostflower before we finished traveling the desert, but the charm wasn’t half so vital as my warding bracelets.


    The clansman grunted in grudging approval. “Give me frostflower, bonemender, and the gemstones, and you’ll have your water.”


    “Done,” I said. “So long as you give us the water first.”


    The clansman spat on a palm and held it up—a gesture I’d seen Varkevian drovers use to mean a pact sealed. “Don’t worry, young ringtail. We black-daggers hold to our bargains. Give me your waterskins and wait here.”


    “How long?” I asked.


    “Not long,” the clansman said. “Certain of my kin are close. They carry enough water to fill your skins.”


    By close he probably meant watching from the rocks, ready to gut you if I order it. I surveyed the humped wall of boulders again and saw nothing. It didn’t stop the itch of my nerves.


    I shook the last few drops from my three waterskins into my mouth. Kiran had enough remaining in his skins to manage several gulping swallows before we handed the lot over. The brief taste of wetness on my tongue only made my parched throat cry out for more.


    The clansman took our waterskins and slipped back into the boulders. Kiran stood, raking his hair off his face. His eyes looked eerily blue against the dirt darkening his skin.


    “You look worried,” he said quietly.


    “He rolled over awfully easy at the end.” I kept my voice just as low and my eyes on the rocks above. Damn, but I wished I had a proper weapon, like a boneshatter charm, or a heart-rot. All I had besides the warding charms on my wrists was the knife at my belt—a simple, short blade meant for camp chores. I was a mountain outrider by trade, far better at scaling crags and icefields than fighting.


    “You think his clan is so superstitious they might decide to avoid any supposed misfortune by killing us instead of trading?” Kiran glanced around at the silent desert. One hand drifted up to his chest. I knew he was thinking of the amulet that lay hidden beneath his tightly laced shirt. The one powerful charm we possessed—it kept us hidden from the strongest of seeking spells and blocked Kiran’s mental bond with his master Ruslan. But it could only conceal Kiran so long as he didn’t cast, and the charm wouldn’t do a damn thing to help us in a physical fight.


    “I don’t know how clansmen think.” I’d never been so far south before. “Wish Cara was here. She’s worked all the desert routes; she might’ve had dealings with clanfolk.”


    “I wish we were with her,” Kiran said with a wry ghost of a grin. “Traveling in the cool air of the mountains. Preferably wading along a stream, drinking whenever we felt like it.” He licked cracked lips and sighed.


    I heaved a sigh of my own, but not out of desire for snowmelt streams. Lover, climbing partner, the one friend in the world I’d learned to trust without reservation…it’d been two weeks now since Cara left us to head north, and the ache of her absence gnawed deeper with each passing day.


    She’d left for good reason, shepherding two orphaned kids to safety. One of those kids was a girl I’d vowed on my life to protect, the daughter of the outrider who not only had taught me everything I knew of the mountains but saved me in every possible sense of the word. I’d do damn near anything to keep Melly safe—a truth Ruslan had used against me before. Logic said Cara taking Melly out of reach of our enemies while I kept on with Kiran was the smart move. Cara meant to rejoin us after she got Melly and Janek settled with her kin in the Tarnspike Mountains up in Arkennland’s northern wilds.


    But any reunion would be months away, and I didn’t know if any of us would survive to see it.


    I turned to Kiran. “Can you sense how many clanfolk might be skulking in those rocks?”


    Kiran gave a hollow laugh. “Right now I can barely sense you. If I dared drop my barriers…” Yearning flashed across his face.


    “Never mind,” I said hastily. One hint to Ruslan that Kiran was no longer captive in Alathia, and we’d be fucked. I knelt beside my pack and beckoned Kiran to crouch with me as if we were checking over the pack’s contents in preparation for the trade.


    Moving my mouth as little as possible, I muttered, “You’re carrying the drug vial on you, not in your pack, I hope?”


    Kiran nodded, touching the sash bound tight around his waist.


    “If this trade goes bad, ditch your pack. See those two rock slabs with the purplish streaks?” I jerked my chin at the rocks poking skyward on the bowl’s far side like a giant stack of broken plates turned on end. Two of the slabs midway along the line had purple layers of azemite slashing across their ruddy sandstone surface. “Run for the crevice between them.”


    Before ever blowing that bone flute, I’d scouted an escape route through and over the slabs. Clanfolk must have some skill at climbing, living as they did in this wilderness of stone, so I couldn’t count on us simply spidering up to safety. But in a slot as tight as that crevice, any attackers would be forced to come after us one at a time. If we stemmed up the walls quickly enough, we could kick rocks down on pursuers’ heads, then climb out and over the slab’s back side to escape into the maze of stone fins and canyons behind it.


    Assuming I could get Kiran up any difficult climbs fast enough. After a month spent scrambling over the Whitefires’ ridges and couloirs, he’d gotten a lot more agile, but he was still far from an expert. I resettled my pack’s contents so our coil of makeshift rope sat right on top, ready for quick access.


    Eyeing the rope, Kiran shook his head. “If it comes to a fight, you run. I only have to touch any attackers to stop them. Then we might at least gain any water they carry.”


    Touch them and rip the life straight out of them. Memories of blackened trees and dead drovers flashed through my head. “Awfully risky, don’t you think? What if Ruslan feels you do it?”


    “He won’t,” Kiran said, all cool assurance. “It’s not spellcasting. Ikilhia drawn by touch causes no traces in the aether, and I don’t have to drop my barriers to take it. So long as I wear the amulet and my barriers remain in place—”


    “Yeah, yeah, Ruslan can’t find you. You said that last time. Next thing we knew, Ruslan was seeing through your eyes, about to tear straight through your amulet’s warding.”


    Kiran’s gaze dropped from mine. I knew he didn’t remember it, not directly. During our unwilling visit to Ninavel last month, Ruslan had burned away years’ worth of Kiran’s memories, including those of our first desperate flight through the Whitefires earlier this year. But Kiran had seen my own memories of that trip—hell, he’d scrutinized them so hard and so long, seeking some sign they were false, he probably knew them better than I did. So why would he be so cavalier about the risk?


    Kiran said, “Last time, Ruslan was actively seeking me—or pretending to, anyway. He isn’t now. Since he believes me a prisoner in Alathia, unreachable behind their border wards, his attention will be on…other matters.”


    Like the demons of legend. Specifically, how to find them and convince them to raze all of Alathia to blood and ashes. Not to mention savaging Cara and Melly, since Ruslan hated me almost as much as he hated the Alathians. He wanted us all to pay for helping Kiran escape him, but he couldn’t take revenge in person. He’d made a blood vow never to cast against either me or Alathia in exchange for getting his hands on Kiran when the Alathians dragged us to Ninavel last month. If he broke the vow, he’d burn. But a man as viciously clever and determined as Ruslan wasn’t about to let a vow stop him, especially after an Alathian mage had forced him into giving Kiran back.


    So Kiran and I had to stop him. A task so difficult as to approach impossibility, but I had to believe that we could pull it off. The alternative was too terrible.


    Kiran’s eyes had darkened, the bruised shadows beneath them all the more pronounced. Not hard to guess his thoughts had followed paths as grim as mine.


    I said, “Just tell me you’re being honest in weighing the risk. That you won’t get sloppy because part of you still thinks the solution is to turn yourself over to him.” While captive in Alathia, Kiran had insisted he could talk Ruslan out of bargaining with demons. As if Ruslan would listen to a word he said, rather than use the mark-bond to fuck with his mind until he became the devoted, willing tool that Ruslan wanted.


    I’d promised Kiran we’d find a better way, one that wouldn’t condemn him to life as Ruslan’s lapdog. Yet I had the uncomfortable suspicion that I hadn’t done as good a job of changing Kiran’s mind as I’d hoped.


    “That’s not why!” Kiran protested. At my sharp gesture, he lowered his voice back to a near-whisper. “I would never reveal myself to Ruslan, not while I travel with you. I wouldn’t risk you that way.”


    Not while I travel with you. Oh yeah, he was still thinking about it. I swallowed harsh words; now wasn’t the time for an argument. He sounded sincere enough in his concern for me—a damn good thing, since if Ruslan got hold of Kiran through the mark-bond, the very first thing he’d do was compel Kiran to slit my throat. The blood oath prevented Ruslan from casting against me, but it didn’t prevent him from killing me by physical means.


    Yet for all Kiran’s evident concern for my survival, I still felt unsettled. The Kiran I’d known before Ruslan took his memories wouldn’t have so readily suggested draining men’s lives with magic. This Kiran…I suffered another flash of memory: Kiran with his head thrown back in ecstasy, his knife buried in the heart of Stevannes, an Alathian mage who’d been our ally.


    He’d killed Stevan to spare Melly from dying at Ruslan’s hand, and he’d used the death-born power to save all of Ninavel. I couldn’t fault his reasons. How could I, when he’d saved everyone I loved? I wasn’t so blindly prejudiced as the Alathian Council, who saw only that he’d murdered their top arcanist and cast the very sort of magic they loathed Ninavel for tolerating. Yet these last weeks I’d suffered far too many nightmares in which Kiran licked blood off a blade and looked at me with Ruslan’s cold, cruel smile.


    I said, “Look, how about you try running first? Save the…other thing…for if that fails. Safer if we can double back on any pursuers and track them to water. Assuming we need to do anything at all. Chances are the trade’ll go just fine.”


    “Because things always go so well for us.” Kiran gave me a crooked little smile. “I’ll run if that’s what you want. But Dev, if you trust me in anything, trust this: I’d never do anything to harm you.”


    “Well, yeah. You said Ruslan bound you.” Ruslan’s vow not to cast against me had been made on behalf of his apprentices as well. To make sure Kiran and his mage-brother Mikail didn’t cast anything that’d result in all three of them burning to ash, Ruslan had done something to their minds so they couldn’t even consider hurting me with magic. Not deliberately, anyway, as Ruslan had vowed never to knowingly cast to harm me. Which left a boulder-sized loophole that Ruslan was all too happy to exploit.


    “I don’t just mean by casting.” Kiran’s eyes on mine were dead serious and his shoulders tight with strain. He knew the Alathians weren’t the only ones upset by his killing Stevan.


    “Glad to hear it.” Did I trust him? I wanted to. The old Kiran I would’ve, no question. But Stevan’s death wasn’t the only dismaying decision I’d seen Kiran make in Ninavel.


    Kiran added, lower yet, “If I ever must take ikilhia, I promise you I’ll take as little as I can. Enough to stop an attacker, but not to kill.”


    Slowly, I nodded. Might be safer in the long run to kill anyone that threatened us, but I couldn’t help feeling relieved at his words.


    Silence fell. Sweat trickled down my sides. Not long, the clansman had said, but it already felt an eternity. The way he’d stared at Kiran kept nagging at me. What had he seen? I squinted at Kiran again. His shirt was laced tight, hiding his amulet, and I didn’t see anywhere the dirt had rubbed off his skin.


    Kiran gave me a quizzical glance. “What?”


    “Nothing.” I hadn’t ever asked Kiran why he stayed so freakishly pale, but I had my suspicions. The demon we’d faced in the Cirque of the Knives had had hair as black as Kiran’s—if the demon’s snaky, subtly moving braids were truly hair—and skin the stark, inhuman white of moonlit ice. The demon had said of Kiran that he was molded in our image.


    A gust of wind skirled through the rock bowl, stinging my skin with sand. I blinked away grit and caught movement in the rocks above. I hissed at Kiran in warning. He stood, his face taut with worry.


    The clansman eeled around a boulder with fat, sloshing waterskins dangling from his hands. To my surprise he wasn’t alone; a young woman stalked right behind him. Her trousers and tunic were of the same coarse cloth as his, but her skin was ordinary Arkennlander brown like mine, without the coppery hue that spoke of Varkevian descent. She looked whipcord-tough, with a lean, rangy build, a fox-sharp chin, and prominent cheekbones. Her dark hair was caught up in a thick topknot bound by rune-marked jade, and a bronze amulet hung from a chain around her neck. The amulet’s spiked, interlocking loops reminded me of the useless little devil-ward charms that superstitious streetsiders wore in Ninavel, but this amulet was far larger and more complex than any devil-ward I’d ever seen.


    She couldn’t be any older than I was, early twenties at the most, but she moved with all the arrogant confidence of the wealthiest of Ninavel highsiders.


    Or Ninavel’s mages. Oh, hell! Kiran had told me a mage’s soul burned so brightly there was no hiding it from another, not this close. The gods only knew what would happen if she sensed the truth of him. I caught Kiran’s gaze, my brows raised in urgent question.


    He shook his head minutely. She wasn’t a mage? Thank Khalmet. But still…


    “Who’s this?” I demanded of the clansman.


    He halted some twenty paces away. “Our godspeaker wished to see you. To determine if you are touched by Khalmet as you said.”


    I was beginning to wish I’d come up with some other story. Any other story. I racked my brain for any mention of a godspeaker in tales I’d heard from convoy drovers, and came up with nothing. Maybe the clansman meant to squeeze more profit out of us by claiming this “godspeaker” could lift our misfortune.


    She stalked around us in a wide circle, moving with a sandcat’s lithe, predatory grace, and her piercing black gaze never once left us. Could Kiran be wrong about her? She sure acted like a mage. A cold pit yawned open in my stomach.


    “Thought we had a bargain,” I said.


    “We do.” The clansman held out the waterskins. “Full as they’ll hold. Give over the price.”


    I approached warily and first sniffed, then tasted the water in each skin. No warning bitterness or other hint of contamination. Safer to check for poison or foulness with a sweetwater charm, but we didn’t have one. In the end, I gestured to Kiran, all too aware of the godspeaker still circling at my back.


    Kiran tossed an oilskin packet containing gems and charms to the clansman. I slung one waterskin over my shoulder and retreated to tie the others to our packs, moving as fast as I dared. The godspeaker prowled back around to the clansman’s side. He asked her a soft question in what sounded like oddly inflected Varkevian.


    The godspeaker grinned wide. “My dream spoke truth,” she said in a high, clear voice pitched far too loud to be for his ears alone. “Today we are Shaikar’s hands and will earn his favor. Khadijjah ashtok meit vas!”


    She stabbed a slender finger straight at us, and a horde of yelling, knife-wielding clanfolk boiled out of the rocks.


    
      

      [bookmark: _Toc432273019]Chapter Two

    


    


    (Kiran)


    


    The clanfolk howled in savage chorus as they rushed down the sandstone. Kiran froze, power flaring from his ikilhia in instinctive defense. The urge to release his mental barriers and strike was overwhelming. But he must not cast—he must not. He struggled to rein in wild magic and hold his barriers firm, lost to all else.


    A violent yank on his wrist sent him staggering. “Run, damn you!” Dev’s green eyes were white-rimmed in his mahogany face, his teeth bared in a snarl. The godspeaker howled in concert with her oncoming kin, her head tipped to the sky and her slender arms thrown wide. The wizened trader remained in a defensive stance at her side, with a knife in one tattooed hand and the bag of gems and charms still clutched in the other.


    Kiran lurched away in a stumbling run. The very air seemed to resist his progress, as if he ran through thickened syrup. Sweat coursed into his eyes, his lungs laboring. The dark line of the crevice between the purple-streaked slabs looked impossibly distant across the open expanse of the bowl.


    Dev overtook him, darting past with agile speed despite his shorter legs and the bulky packs clutched under each arm. Eager yells sounded close behind. Kiran strove to run faster.


    Something struck his legs. He crashed down onto sun-heated stone, releasing an inarticulate shout. Ahead, Dev skidded to a halt, calling to him. Kiran struggled to rise, but his legs wouldn’t move. A leather strap weighted by two rocks was wound tight around them.


    The frontrunning clansmen were closing fast. Kiran snatched up his belt knife and hacked through the leather binding his legs. He kicked free of the strap and jumped to his feet. Thoughts tumbled through his head in a frantic, quicksilver rush.


    Futile to run with his pursuers so close. But to fight so many—when he’d spoken so confidently to Dev of taking ikilhia, he’d imagined facing a few men, not an entire army. He could take power by touch without alerting Ruslan, but if he drew too much into his own ikilhia and did not release it in a spellcasting, his barriers would fail under the pressure. Or if the clansmen used the knives gleaming in their dusty hands, if they hurt Kiran too badly before he could stop them—his barriers would likewise crumble, his body reaching blindly for the power needed to heal. Either way, Ruslan would know instantly the truth of Kiran’s location.


    Temptation rose in a sick, terrible wave. If discovery was inevitable, why not fight properly? Throw the gates of his ikilhia wide, and let a glorious cataract of power blaze through his blood. One lash of magefire, and his attackers would be charred stains on the stone. An outcome Ruslan would applaud. He’d come to reclaim Kiran, take him back to Ninavel and the embrace of his mage-family, and when he did…Kiran knew exactly what he might offer Ruslan that would turn him aside from his search for demonkind. An offer that would save countless lives, including Dev’s.


    No! A voice deep within screamed in furious denial. The price of that salvation was far too high. How could he even consider surrender? There might still be a chance to prevail. The clanfolk were surely ignorant of the danger they faced in attacking him. If he could shock them, frighten them enough to inspire a retreat—


    For that, he’d need to do more than take mere sips of ikilhia. Vivid and jagged as lightning, the memory of the soul-consuming joy he’d felt in killing Stevannes lanced through him. Kiran cast a wild glance over his shoulder at Dev, who had tossed aside the packs and was racing toward him.


    “Stay back!” Kiran shouted. No time to see if Dev heeded the warning. Kiran sheathed his knife to free his hands, and faced the onrushing clanfolk.


    The first to reach him was a young man who bounded over the sandstone with a swift energy terribly reminiscent of Dev’s. Sweat sheened the corded muscles of his bare arms, and his dark eyes were alight with the keen anticipation of a hunter who sees his prey falter. He leaped at Kiran, metal glinting in his hand—not a knife, but some type of charm.


    Charms, Kiran didn’t fear. He grabbed for one ruddy brown arm.


    The young man twisted aside with astonishing agility. A blow slammed Kiran face-down onto stone. Crude magic crawled over his barriers, seeking. The amulet flared hot against his chest in protective response, even as hands wrenched his arms behind his back. More hands gripped him, feet crowding all around, ululating cries of triumph ringing out—somewhere, Dev was shouting, the words lost in the clamor—


    Kiran focused on the hands pinning his limbs and sought through the contact. Multiple dim coals of ikilhia flickered in his inner vision. He pulled savagely at the coals, taking every spark of life he could reach.


    The victorious yells above turned to agonized screams. Power poured into Kiran, the separate small coals of life merging into one intoxicating blaze. Not as strong as what he’d channeled from Stevannes’s rich fount of ikilhia—that inferno, Kiran could never have contained within his barriers—but oh, so sweet a fire after long weeks without a single spark!


    The hands slackened and fell away. Kiran rolled and saw crumpled, lifeless bodies. Beyond, clansmen scrabbled back from him with panicked cries, their faces sallow with shock.


    Kiran rose to his feet, buoyed by a swell of hectic satisfaction. A tide of power surged with every beat of his heart, the sensation so deliriously intense he wanted to shout for the joy of it. Dizziness swept over him, his vision blurring.


    He must not betray weakness. Already the song in his blood made it desperately hard to maintain his focus. If he took in any more ikilhia, he’d never succeed in holding his barriers.


    He glanced back. Dev was crouched over their packs amid a sparse ring of clansmen, all of whom had twisted to gape at Kiran. The charms on Dev’s wrists glimmered with fading fire, and his chest heaved in harsh, rapid breaths. He too was staring at Kiran, his expression a tangled mixture of relief and dismay. He’d lost his little belt knife; the largest of the clansmen held it. Red streaked the blade, a sight that sent worry lancing through Kiran’s giddy intoxication. But another of the clansmen had a hand clamped over a forearm, blood trickling through his fingers, while Dev showed no sign of wounds.


    The clansmen were turning back to Dev, their shock fading into grim resolve. Kiran yelled, “Touch him, and you die like your kin.”


    The men froze, darting nervous glances at the sprawled bodies around Kiran. Five dead, he realized; all men in their prime, including that first eager young hunter. Their palms were blackened and charred where they’d once gripped him, and their mouths hung open in airless screams. Yet the beautiful, seductive fire that leaped behind his eyes left no room for horror or regret.


    Eight men surrounded Dev, and at least another thirty clanfolk faced Kiran at a wary distance. These were a mixture of ages, from lanky youths up to grizzled, hard-eyed elders, and included a scattering of women, wiry and muscled as the men. Most of the crowd flinched from his gaze, but some few—close kin, perhaps, to those he’d killed—glared back at him, fingering their knives with hatred hot in their eyes.


    Kiran shouted at them, “I am the bearer of Shaikar’s favor, not you.” Ruslan had always dismissed gods as fables for the weak-minded, saying that akheli—blood mages, as the untalented called them—were the closest thing to gods that humankind would ever know. The creatures known as demons had proved to be real, but Kiran had seen no evidence of the divine. Yet if these nathahlen had such faith in Shaikar, he would use it.


    “Go,” Kiran ordered the clanfolk. “Now! Or every one of you will feel Shaikar’s wrath.”


    The ring of space around him widened. Men and women alike edged back up the slope toward the rocks. But a high voice rang out, biting as a blade.


    “Oh, you are favored of Shaikar. I do not deny it.”


    Silently, the sallow-faced crowd flowed apart to reveal the young godspeaker. She held a long, curved knife as black as obsidian, and unlike her kin, she didn’t look at all afraid. Only dismayingly resolute.


    She called to Kiran: “Why else should the keepers of the sacred fire yearn for you so deeply that their desire touched my dreams?” Her gaze flicked to the corpses, and her teeth showed briefly in an expression far from a smile. “A viper in the guise of a lamb. That, the flame did not see fit to show me. Yet I shall not turn aside from the hunt.”


    The only part he fully understood was the last, but that threat was clear enough. “You’ll gain only death,” Kiran warned. Curse the woman! If he felled her as he had the others, his barriers were certain to fail.


    The wizened trader muttered something to the godspeaker. She shook her head in dismissal and laughed, bright and wild. “Favor comes only to those bold enough to seize it. So, come.” She stared straight into Kiran’s eyes and spread her arms in invitation. “If my dream was false—if you already act in Shaikar’s name, and he does not wish you returned to his sanctum—then strike me down.”


    The clanfolk tensed, looking from her to Kiran. Surprise scattered Kiran’s thoughts. Returned to…? Did she speak of Ruslan? The power seething inside him pressed all the harder against his barriers. Light sparked in his vision, his dizziness growing. It would be so easy to do as she challenged him.


    “For fuck’s sake, stop goading him.” The voice was Dev’s, coldly furious. “Do you love Shaikar so much you want your entire clan consigned to his hells? My friend is trying to show you idiots a little mercy. Trust me, you should run while you still can.”


    The godspeaker raised her black brows and put a slim hand to the charm at her throat. “Is it mercy he shows? Or weakness?” She looked at Kiran. “If you had the power to strike us all down, I think you would have wielded it at the first. There is more than one way to offer you to the flame.”


    She charged straight at Kiran. Caught off guard, he barely managed to dodge the first slash of her knife. Scrambling backward, he tripped over a corpse and fell. She sprang forward and stabbed again, so swiftly he could hardly see the blur of the blade. He rolled the only way he could, toward her.


    She danced aside with a hiss. She’d guessed enough to fear his touch, but she didn’t know his handicap.


    Beyond the siren song of the power in his head, Kiran sensed a faint, contained pulse of magic. A spell, bound in the godspeaker’s blade. His barriers were barely holding against the fire inside him. If they were put under more strain by resisting a spell, failure was all the more certain. He had to dampen the blaze inside him. But how, without casting?


    A chorus of yells, and Dev hurtled past to slam into the godspeaker. They crashed to the stone in a tangle of limbs. Dev grabbed the godspeaker’s knife hand and hammered it against the rock, but she wrenched free of his grip and rolled to her feet. Before Dev could regain his own footing, she kicked him hard in the ribs. Dev’s charms flared silver, their magic warding his flesh from harm, but the force of the blow sent him sprawling. The godspeaker leaped at Kiran.


    The brief respite had given him a vital instant to think. There was indeed a way to use up the power burning in his blood without spellcasting. The risk was frighteningly high, but he must take it.


    The godspeaker struck with her spelled blade. This time, Kiran didn’t dodge. He stepped straight into her thrust.


    Her knife bit deep into his side. Pain stole his breath, but he ignored it, throwing every scrap of will and concentration into holding his barriers. She yanked the blade out—and the magic trapped within him leapt to answer his body’s scream of need. Flesh and muscle knit back together in a silent, secret conflagration of power. His barriers wavered, thinning. Through sheer force of will, Kiran held them solid. A grating ache grew in his head, warning of overstrain, even as the sharper physical pain vanished from his side. Only a guttering glow remained of the former blaze in his blood, and his barriers remained safely in place.


    Blackness bloomed at the edges of his vision. He lunged, desperate, snatching for the godspeaker. He had to take her life before she stabbed him again. He had no reserves left to heal a second wound. His barriers would fall and expose him to Ruslan.


    She was too fast. She darted out of his reach, the obsidian knife held high, the blade scarlet with his blood. Beyond, Dev had disappeared in a heaving knot of clansmen. Faint, brief flashes of power struck Kiran’s barriers—Dev’s defensive charms, warding off impacts. How much longer before the charms failed, all their stored magic expended? Kiran had to end this, now.


    He straightened so the rent in his shirt showed clean, unmarked skin, and beckoned the godspeaker with all the infuriating arrogance he could muster. “Care to try again?”


    She only retreated farther, a savage grin on her pointed face. A wash of indigo shimmered over her knife. His blood soaked into the blade and disappeared, leaving the surface once more an unmarked, glossy black. She whirled and yelled a string of incomprehensible words.


    Every one of the clanfolk turned and ran. They retreated in a silent rush back into the boulders, and the godspeaker with them. Within moments, the rock bowl was empty but for Kiran, a scattering of corpses, and a disheveled, wild-eyed Dev.


    “What the fuck did you do to them?” Dev shouted at him. “Tell me you didn’t cast!”


    “No!” Kiran shook off his own stunned incredulity. “She stabbed me and I healed it, but I used only the power I already held within me. I cast nothing outside my barriers.”


    Dev let out a ragged breath, his eyes closing briefly.


    Kiran took an unsteady step toward him. “You’re all right? They didn’t…?”


    “Oh, I’m terrific.” Dev made a noise too ugly to be a laugh. “Whatever inspired that Shaikar-loving bitch and her crew to take off instead of pounding us to slag, I say we seize the chance to get the hell out of here. But first…” He knelt and ran his hands over a corpse in a rough, hasty search. “I need to see if they carried anything useful.”


    Kiran looked away from the dead man’s staring eyes. He fumbled at the sash around his waist. “The godspeaker’s blade had a containment charm. To hold and preserve an enemy’s blood.” Blood was the best key for targeting spells, whether the spell was charm-bound or mage-cast.


    “You think she means to spark some charm against you from a nice safe distance? Your amulet should stop any spells from reaching us—right?” At Kiran’s nod, Dev gave a relieved grunt and hurried to search the next corpse. “Speaking of spells, you’re absolutely certain Ruslan didn’t feel you heal that knife wound. Or kill these men.” He glanced at the other bodies, his mouth a hard line.


    He didn’t say, so much for your promise, but Kiran heard the accusation hanging in the desert silence.


    “No, I…I held my barriers, but…” He couldn’t get the sash untied. The sunlight seared his vision. His knees gave way, a dangerous trembling growing in his muscles. “Dev. The drug—I need—”


    “Kiran!” Strong hands caught his shoulders, and concerned eyes peered into his own. “All that magic, of course. Here…”


    Deft fingers pulled his sash free and rescued the warded vial from the pouch sewn inside his shirt. Liquid dripped onto his tongue, the familiar, subtly sour taste. Kiran swallowed, reaching to grip the vial, but Dev pulled it away.


    “No more. Gods, Kiran, we have so little left…come on, get up. Not safe to stay here.”


    With Dev’s aid, Kiran staggered upright. His head still throbbed, the glow of his ikilhia frighteningly erratic, but at least he no longer felt at risk of a seizure. Still, to come so close to collapse after so small a use of power was deeply dismaying. He’d hoped that after long weeks of avoiding the least hint of magic and dutifully taking regular drug doses, his body and ikilhia would have returned to some semblance of proper balance. In Ninavel, he’d spellcast repeatedly for days without the drug and suffered no worse than increasing nausea and dizziness. It hadn’t been until he helped Ruslan cast channeled magic in the Cirque of the Knives that his ikilhia became so disrupted as to send him into convulsions. But then, in Ninavel he’d started out wholly healthy, not struggling to recover from an imbalance so great he’d nearly died.


    Not for the first time, he cursed the cleverness of the Alathians. They’d known about the irrevocable link Ruslan had forged between Kiran’s body and magic. Ruslan had meant to ensure instinctive healing, yet the Alathians had found a way to twist that very protection into the instrument of Kiran’s death. Without the drug, his bodily humors slid out of balance such that the touch of magic drove his ikilhia toward dissolution. But Kiran couldn’t stop his body from drawing on his magic in an attempt to restore balance, hastening the very death it sought to prevent.


    Dev left his side to snatch up their abandoned packs. Kiran glanced back at the ring of corpses. An echo of the heady joy he’d felt while their lives coursed in his veins rolled through him. Kiran swallowed, nauseated. Dev had seen his exhilaration. That flinty look in his eyes afterward…


    Kiran stumbled closer to Dev. “I had to kill those men. I had to frighten the rest badly enough they’d retreat and leave us alone. Even if they only intended to take us captive, we couldn’t afford the delay.”


    Yet as he spoke, doubt crept in. If he’d taken only enough ikilhia from the first men to render them unconscious, he would have had the capacity to take from the godspeaker without needing her to stab him first. More, the clanfolk might have believed their kin’s collapse merely the effect of a powerful defensive charm. Instead, he had revealed himself beyond a doubt as a mage, and further diminished his scant supply of the drug.


    “You did what you had to.” Yet the line of Dev’s jaw tightened, as if he shared Kiran’s doubt. His stride quickened. “We need to discuss what exactly they meant to do and why. Later, when we’re not in the open.”


    Of course, yes. Foolish to waste time worrying over Dev’s reaction and second-guessing a decision impossible to change. Better to puzzle over the godspeaker’s words and actions, but between the ache in his head and the lingering sense of disconnection, it was so difficult to think properly. Kiran needed all his concentration to walk in something approximating a straight line. His legs still wanted to fold beneath him.


    He couldn’t get the sight of the bodies out of his head. Curse it, the dead men had attacked him. He need not feel ashamed of fighting back.


    He tried to banish the empty-eyed corpses by picturing Lena, standing slim and straight-backed in her Alathian uniform in the cabin that’d been his temporary prison after they defeated Ninavel’s enemy. The Council believes you have proved yourself too dangerous to live. I believe you are our best hope of stopping Ruslan. Yet I would not break my oaths and help you escape if I did not also believe you have the strength of soul to choose a different path than the one he taught you.


    But what chance did he have of stopping Ruslan without magic? Kiran had no experience with more innocent methods of casting. He couldn’t think of Lena without hearing her scream of pain as he’d burned away the memories that would have branded her a traitor. He’d destroyed them at her request, but that didn’t make the memory of her agony at his hands any less terrible.


    More disturbing yet was the fear that if she saw his soul now, she’d regret ever freeing him. It wasn’t remorse for the clansmen’s deaths that left Kiran hollow and cold despite the heat baking off the sandstone underfoot. No; what haunted him was how easy it had been to take their lives.


    That, and how badly he longed to taste that fire again.


    


    * * *


    


    (Dev)


    


    I hustled Kiran toward the dark slash of the crevice. This close, the slabs were towering bulwarks of rust-red rock that appeared as formidable as anything we’d climbed in the Whitefires. Thank Khalmet, Kiran’s stride had steadied into a reasonable pace as opposed to his initial turtle-slow stagger. The drug was doing its job, then. I’d worried that I hadn’t given him a big enough dose, and we’d have to use up still more of our fast-vanishing supply. I already wasn’t sure we had enough remaining to last until we reached Prosul Akheba.


    I glanced at the boulders lining the opposite side of the bowl. Nothing. The desert was so silent and still, you’d think the clanfolk had vanished straight into Shaikar’s hells.


    If only. Whatever the clan’s reason for running off—something that still made little sense to me—the godspeaker must’ve left scouts watching from the rocks. Thankfully, spying on us was about to get a lot more difficult.


    I slung off my pack. The crevice ahead was so narrow I’d get stuck fast, otherwise. I’d have to carry both our packs by their straps.


    Kiran reached to take his pack, but I shook my head. “Save your strength. You’ll need it. I can haul both.” He might be moving faster, but his cheeks were sunken beneath the sharp lines of his cheekbones, his hands trembled, and he was squinting like he had a skull-buster of a headache.


    A far cry from the savage joy he’d displayed as he uncoiled from a pile of dead clansmen, wearing a grin as vicious as any I’d seen on Ruslan. I had to admit the godspeaker had guts, taking Kiran on. I’d wanted to run, and he was on my side.


    But then, unlike the clanfolk, I knew what magic Kiran was really capable of if he ever abandoned his conscience. I was supposed to keep him from that, or so Lena had asked of me in return for helping us escape Alathia. Terrific job I was doing so far. We hadn’t even reached civilization yet, and he’d stolen the lives of five men. Not that I minded the clansmen dying. Hell, I’d have killed them myself if I was able. It was Kiran’s delight in the taking that set my skin crawling.


    “Did you find anything on the bodies?” Kiran’s head stayed bent, his shoulders hunched. Out of simple exhaustion, or was it guilt? I couldn’t deny I hoped for the latter.


    “Not much. Just some knives, and one had a sleepfast charm.” More’s the pity. I’d known the chances were slim I’d discover any clue as to the godspeaker’s intentions, but it would’ve been nice to recoup the worth of the charms and gems I’d given that snake-tongued oldster.


    At least we had the water. I took a quick swig from a skin. I might not be as bad off as Kiran, but I felt far from fine. The magic in the warding charms had started to fail while the clansmen were doing their best to stomp me into jelly, and I had the bruises to prove it.


    I offered the skin to Kiran, but he waved it aside. “Lena told me the drug works best if I don’t eat or drink for some time after taking a dose. I had enough water from emptying my skins before the trade that I can wait.”


    “Don’t wait too long,” I warned. “Push too hard in the desert without water and salt, and sun sickness sneaks up on you quick.” In which case, I was guessing his body would draw on his magic to recover, and I’d end up pouring yet more of our dwindling drug supply down his throat.


    “The first part of the route is in shadow. I can wait a little more.” Kiran was wan but resolute.


    Well, his call to make. I hefted our packs and slid into the slot. Right away we had to pass a succession of rocks lodged between the slot walls. Some could be squeezed under, others we had to clamber over. I tossed packs where I couldn’t haul them, setting my teeth against the protests of bruised muscles, and showed Kiran how to brace his back against one wall, his feet against the other, and shuffle his way up and over obstacles. He tackled it all with the same stubborn determination I remembered from our first trip through the Whitefires.


    When the slot pinched into a crack so narrow only an ant could continue, I led a precarious ascent up the slanted sidewall to reach the slab’s vertical back side. Beyond was an undulating expanse formed of broad ribs and fluted fins of rock, split by deep, yawning crevices, as if the rock had been scored by the talons of some immense storybook dragon.


    “Do you see…any sign of…clanfolk?” Kiran was panting so hard from the effort of climbing that I feared he might tumble off the ledge. I gripped the rope still knotted around his waist and steadied him.


    “Not so far.” I saw no sign of movement anywhere, only stone and sky. I thrust a waterskin at Kiran. “Drink, for Khalmet’s sake. Before you keel over.”


    Kiran obeyed. By the time he stoppered the skin again, his breathing had calmed down enough I felt safe in letting go of him.


    I said, “Don’t suppose you’ve thought up any ideas on why the clanfolk ran. Or why they attacked in the first place.”


    Kiran’s expression darkened. “I’ve no idea why they ran. As for the attack, Ruslan could have cast to send a vision of me to that godspeaker. But if he’s learned of my escape from Alathia, why wouldn’t he simply seek to break the amulet’s warding and reclaim me that way? It’s not like him to trust a task to nathahlen.”


    Yeah, I’d seen Ruslan’s utter contempt for the untalented, not to mention his monumental confidence in his own skill. I had my own theory on the godspeaker’s motive, but it was one I wanted to consider more before mentioning to Kiran, especially with him in such rough shape. The slab’s back side was formed of stacked, jutting layers of sandstone that provided excellent holds for a downclimb, but the descent to the nearest rock rib would still tax Kiran’s concentration. I wanted him focused, not distracted and upset.


    “Only thing I’m certain of is that bloodthirsty bitch isn’t done with us yet,” I said. “The more ground we can cover before sundown, the better. You ready to press on?”


    He squared his shoulders and nodded.


    I looped a bight of rope around a protruding knob of rock in preparation for belaying his downclimb. “Once we’re on those fingers of rock, walking along the crests shouldn’t be too hard, but we’ll have some excitement when we have to cross between them.”


    Kiran groaned. “What you call ‘exciting’ makes sane men want to run away screaming.”


    I grinned at him, and for a brief, blessed moment, the shadow that lay between us melted away. He was once again the friend I remembered, not the mage I feared. “Oh, quit whining. This’ll be nothing compared to what we survived last week. Remember that ten-pitch overhang on the ascent up to Jade Col?”


    Kiran shuddered. “Don’t remind me. I see it enough in my nightmares.”


    I chuckled; that overhang had been the first time I’d ever heard him curse. Awkwardly but fervently, with epithets so colorful I knew he’d learned them from me.


    “This won’t be half so nasty,” I promised. He gave me a disbelieving look, but faced the rock in preparation to climb.


    Sadly, once we made it off the slab, I found my promise had been far too optimistic. The crevices between rock ribs were so deep their bottoms were lost in ominous darkness, and only a few gaps were narrow enough to step over. Crossing between the humped ridges of rock meant traversing in search of a spot possible to jump. Not easy jumps, either. I had to tie into the rope, run to gain momentum, and fling myself across a chasm while Kiran braced himself as best he could with the rest of the rope in case I missed the landing. Following me, Kiran all too often did botch the landing, sliding and scraping down the crevice wall until the rope caught him short and I could haul him back up.


    All of it was strenuous, sweaty work that left my abused muscles screaming. I constantly scanned the barren stonescape for movement, and strained my ears for the telltale scrape of footsteps. I saw only skittering lizards, heard only the occasional croaking call of a raven. At least, I hoped it was a raven and not some clever, hard-climbing clansman signaling his kin.


    Shadows lengthened and merged. The hue of the rocks changed from copper to a lambent, burning orange in the rich light of approaching sunset. I stopped at the edge of a great gash in the stone, where a thirty-foot overhang dropped into a proper gorge instead of a narrowing chasm. Along the bottom, smooth swells of stone alternated with drifted dunes. The bristling, stiff-leaved rosettes of swordplants sprouted from crevices, along with the occasional skeletal spinebrush.


    Kiran trudged up to join me, his head hanging low and his shirt soaked through with sweat. I told him, “I’ll lower you off the overhang, climb down after, and then we can travel easier ground for a while.” The gorge ran southeastward, the general direction of Prosul Akheba. If Khalmet favored us, it’d also be the right direction to take us out of the black-daggers’ territory.


    “Easier ground sounds good,” Kiran said with a weary twitch of a smile.


    No kidding. A burning ache had taken up residence not only in my bruised ribs, but my gut—some asshole of a clansman had gotten in a good kick there. My mouth was as dry as an alkali flat and I had the start of my own skull-busting headache. I didn’t have any pitons to set a proper belay station. I’d have to lower Kiran down the cliff using a braced body belay, and his full weight would be on the rope the whole time. My ribs groaned at the very thought.


    Best to get it over with. The lowering went smoothly, if unpleasantly. But it was the climb down that truly kicked my aching ass. It should’ve been easy. I’d found a nice, fist-width vertical crack to use for feet and hands. Child’s play compared to clinging to fingernail-thin nubbins of granite on the face of some icy peak. But my limbs felt like lead weights, and chunks of sandstone kept crumbling out of the crack when I tried to wedge my feet. Twice I had to stop and hang off locked arms while waves of dizziness assaulted me.


    By some miracle of Khalmet, I made it to the bottom of the cliff without falling. I threw myself down on a gritty slab of ochre stone. Kiran silently offered me a waterskin and a strip of jerky. The gorge had long been in shadow, the sun blocked by the cliffs, and both air and ground felt blessedly cool.


    “A quick rest, then we’ll keep going until the light fails.” I probably just needed the salt in the jerky. I should’ve had some before the climb, but I’d been in too much of a damn hurry. Should’ve listened to my warning to Kiran.


    He nodded. “That sleepfast charm you found, may I see it?”


    I waved a hand at my pack without bothering to speak. He dug inside and pulled out the copper circlet of the charm. He sat silent for a moment, turning it over in his hands.


    “The first man to reach me tried to use this on me. They meant to capture, at least at first, but…” He looked at me, his expression strained and his eyes shadowed. “It’s like I said before. I can’t make sense of why Ruslan would choose this tactic.”


    Well. Time to bring up my own theory, now we were on easier terrain.


    “Maybe Ruslan’s got nothing to do with it. That bit the godspeaker said about the ‘keepers of the sacred fire’? Reminds me an awful lot of things the demon mentioned.” Child of fire, the demon had called itself, and had spoken of the halls of flame. I eyed Kiran, who’d gone as stiff as the dagger-sharp leaves of the swordplant behind him.


    “Have you remembered anything more about this temple Ruslan supposedly stole you from when you were a kid?”


    “I told you, the wall in my mind is too strong. I can’t reach those memories without drawing on some stronger source of magic than what I naturally possess. Even if I…I took ikilhia, as I did today—you saw how the healing affected me. I’d need far more power to break such a deeply entrenched mental warding, and afterward I’d be left in far worse condition. The risk is too great while we have so little of the drug.”


    He’d been spouting excuses like this all the way through the mountains. It wasn’t like I knew enough of magic to argue with his logic, which sounded rational enough. Yet his averted eyes and his clenched fists told a different story. He was scared shitless of what those memories might contain. I couldn’t entirely blame him, given that he was still reeling from the shock of discovering what Ruslan had done to him. I’d played it soft with him these last weeks, even when his reluctance made me want to shake him until his teeth rattled. I’d figured we had enough to worry about in reaching Prosul Akheba. But after today’s disaster, I was done dancing around his fears.


    “Fine, you can’t yet bust straight through to those memories. But don’t sit there and tell me you remember nothing of your life before Ruslan got hold of you. You remembered something in the Cirque of the Knives.” One sentence from a glassy-eyed, feverish Kiran in a foreign tongue I’d never heard, and the demon had backed off in the midst of savaging Kiran’s mage-brother Mikail and agreed to leave us be. You have blood-right, he’d told Kiran. They are yours to kill.


    Kiran flinched. I quashed sympathy and pressed harder.


    “You know how much we need this. It could be our best chance against him.” The demon hadn’t exactly seemed pleased with Ruslan. He’d said Ruslan deserved death for taking Kiran from that temple, and had spoken of “red-horned hunters” that would chase Ruslan down. Whatever those hunters were, if we could somehow lead them to Ruslan before Ruslan managed to talk the demons into forgiving his theft and allying with him instead—hell, I’d snatch at any hope I could get.


    Kiran was gripping the sleepfast charm as if he meant to snap it in two. “Everything that happened after we destroyed Vidai’s wards is all muddled, like some horrible fever-dream. I get only—only flashes of clarity, nothing of use to us—”


    “You’d fucking better try harder,” I snapped. “Think on this: if that godspeaker’s dream was demon-sent, what might a demon do with your blood in its hands?”


    Kiran went so white under the grime I thought he might faint. “I don’t know! I—” He pressed his hands to his eyes and drew in a long breath. I expected another round of mulish stonewalling. Instead he said, “Most of what I recall after we released the demon is fear. Terror deeper than any I’d ever felt with Ruslan, so strong I could barely breathe. Then the demon attacked Mikail, and I was so certain Mikail would die, so desperate to save him—those words I said just burst out of me. But when I try to remember what the words meant, or why I knew them, or anything of demons or temples—it hurts, like—like holding my hand in magefire while my flesh chars away. Yet at the same time I hear an echo of Ruslan’s voice, urging me to keep trying, whispering over and over that I must remember, and that’s what frightens me most. What if remembering helps him somehow?”


    I got a chilling flash of the last time I’d seen Ruslan: striding forward as the Alathians’ translocation spell took effect, his eyes locked on Kiran, mouthing the word remember. Gods only knew what subtle, nasty spellwork he’d cast on Kiran through their mark-bond in that final instant. Did he want Kiran to remember, or had he anticipated Kiran’s fears, knowing that urging him on would make Kiran balk all the harder?


    I wished my mind didn’t feel so sluggish. “Doesn’t matter what Ruslan might want,” I said at last. “Kiran, we have to know. Otherwise we’re running blind, and today proved how dangerous that is. If that godspeaker’s motives have anything to do with demonkind, we’ve got to be prepared. Ruslan’s got a thousand ways of finding out more about the demons. Right now, we’ve only got you.”


    Kiran pulled his knees up to his chest and dropped his head onto them. “I know it,” he said, muffled. “When we stop for the night, I’ll try again. I didn’t lie to you. I can’t break the wall, not properly. But when my ikilhia is badly disrupted, as it was in the cirque, as it is to a lesser extent now—every part of my mind is weakened, including the block. If I push hard enough, I might get a—a glimpse, as I must have then.”


    “Trying is all I ask.” I levered myself to my feet, unable to suppress a groan as sore muscles protested. “We need to get moving.” The opposite cliffs were fully in shadow, the sky deepening toward indigo, but we’d have another hour before it got too dark to see.


    Dizziness rocked me again when I lifted my pack. I’d hoped our rest break would help, but the burning in my chest and gut hadn’t diminished a whit. Shaikar take those clansmen—and the Alathians, for making such worthless defensive charms. At least we’d be walking on relatively flat ground instead of scrambling over endless rocks. I set my jaw and started off.


    I made it all of ten steps before a vicious cramp seized my stomach. When it passed, I found myself on hands and knees in the sand, coughing up sour strings of bile.


    “Dev?” Running footfalls, and Kiran knelt beside me. “What’s wrong?”


    My breath hissed out through my teeth as another cramp racked me. The waterskins tied to Kiran’s pack loomed large in my vision. An awful certainty grew. “Those rat bastards,” I croaked. “I know why they left our packs alone. The water—it’s poisoned.”
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    “Poisoned?” Kiran stared at Dev’s haggard face. Dread crept up his spine. “But—I drank from the same skins as you, and I don’t feel sick.”


    Yet he had delayed in drinking, and his ikilhia remained so disordered. He’d assumed he simply hadn’t taken a large enough dose of the drug to ensure a full recovery, but what if he were wrong? The continued disruption could be a sign his body was drawing on his magic to counter poison building up in his blood. Between the haze of physical exhaustion blurring his thoughts and the chaotic roil of his disturbed ikilhia, it was difficult to tell.


    Dev said, “When I gave you my waterskin after we climbed out of the slot, was that the first time you drank?”


    “Yes.” Kiran had originally intended to wait longer, but he’d been so dizzy and thirsty after the exertion of the climb that he’d gladly obeyed Dev’s order.


    Dev muttered a curse. “The slot didn’t take us that long. Hour and a half, two at the most, and you might be as bad off as me.”


    “I won’t be affected the same as you.” The disturbingly irregular flare of his inner energies captured Kiran’s attention. He could imagine the disruption steadily worsening until he collapsed into convulsions. No Alathian mages were on hand this time to halt the dissolution of his ikilhia and yank him back from death.


    “I can stave off collapse with the drug,” Kiran said, and saw his own bleak knowledge mirrored in Dev’s eyes: that would gain him only scant time before he faced another, more certain disaster. At least Kiran had the option of delay. What of Dev, who had no magic to help him?


    “If it’s poison, have you any idea what it might be?” Kiran asked. “Is there some desert herb or mineral we might use as an antidote?”


    Dev shoved back on his heels, looking wearier than Kiran had ever seen him. “Might not be poison the way you’re thinking. I’ve never heard of a deathdealer’s potion so tasteless and odorless you wouldn’t notice it in water. But I’ve heard stories of men sickening after drinking from seeps in the desert. Retching up their guts for days, no matter how they tried to settle their stomachs. Some died of it. The ones that didn’t said they wished they had.” As if to emphasize the point, he convulsed in another series of racking heaves.


    Out of reflex, Kiran reached for a waterskin to offer—and yanked his hand back, his fingers clenching in helpless frustration. If only he dared spellcast! While he knew nothing of healing magic—a lack he’d already had ample opportunity to curse these last weeks as he struggled to decipher how the drug affected his body and ikilhia—he did know spells that could find a source of clean water, conceal them from hunting clanfolk, even speed their travel. Yet not a one could be cast without releasing his barriers and alerting Ruslan.


    Dev finally stopped retching. He mumbled something vicious-sounding and pulled his neckcloth free to swipe at his mouth.


    Kiran snatched up a rock and tossed it with a furious twist of his wrist into drifted sand. “None of this makes any sense! Why give us fouled water and then attack straight away? Why not wait until we fell sick?”


    Dev said, “My guess is that crazy godspeaker was too hotheaded to see us as anything but easy prey. But that oldster who first traded with us looked the canny, cautious sort—” He broke off in another flurry of coughs.


    “You think this was his backup plan, in case we were carrying defensive charms strong enough to let us escape.” Kiran put a hand to the cool, comforting weight of the kizhenvya amulet tucked beneath his shirt. “Maybe the godspeaker only wanted my blood so she could track us until we grew ill and became easy prey in truth.” The shielding pattern bound within the amulet blazed undimmed across his inner vision, ready to divert any seeking spellwork.


    “Because things always go so well for us,” Dev said with wry emphasis.


    The echo of his earlier words startled Kiran into a snort of bleak amusement. “I know. It’s too much to hope that she intends anything so easily countered. I was just…trying to be optimistic.” Even though he didn’t feel optimistic in the least.


    “We should—” Dev doubled over, clutching his stomach.


    Kiran grabbed for him. “There must be something I can do to help you!”


    Dev shoved his hands aside and lurched upright with his neckcloth still clutched in one white-knuckled fist. “Nothing for it but to keep walking. Find a spot that’s sheltered from view of any scouts, and boil what’s in our waterskins. If the water’s only from a bad seep and not truly poisoned, boiling might work to cleanse it. Either way…” He let out a long, shuddering sigh. “We’ve got to reach another clan’s territory and try another trade. Or better yet, something stealthier. Get our hands on some healing charms as well as clean water.”


    “How far to the next territory?” Kiran glanced at the darkening sky above the cliffs. They could perhaps walk the easier ground of the gorge bottom at night, especially after moonrise, but he couldn’t imagine how they’d succeed in tackling any more treacherous terrain.


    Dev grimaced. “It’s not like we have a map. Not even sure there are maps. You know those symbols the clanfolk scratch into rocks? Keep looking for them. When the style of the symbols changes, then we’ll know we’re on a different clan’s ground.”


    “So it could be one mile or thirty. And we don’t know if the godspeaker might have sent word of us to surrounding clans, or if they’ve had their own dreams.” Kiran felt as if he were being backed toward a cliff, all avenues of escape blocked off one by one, until he’d have no choice but to step over the edge. The akhelsya sigil incised into the skin over his heart burned; he imagined Ruslan spreading his arms in welcome, wearing a smile terrible in its triumph.


    Dev caught Kiran’s wrist and forced his hand away from his chest. Kiran hadn’t even realized he’d been rubbing at the spot where Ruslan’s sigil lay hidden beneath his shirt.


    “We keep going,” Dev said fiercely. “Hear me? Yeah, we need to assume the next clan’s hostile from the start. Just means we have to be clever. Hell, I’d turn back and cook up a scheme to steal charms, water, and even that cursed blood-knife right off the godspeaker’s crew if we didn’t need to make ground toward Prosul Akheba. As it is, I don’t care how sick I get, I’ll drag myself with my teeth to the next territory if I have to.”


    But the faint glimmer of Dev’s ikilhia was guttering like a candleflame in a sandstorm. What if it really was poison in the water? Dev might die before they ever reached another clan.


    You know you can save him, Kiran’s mage-brother Mikail’s voice whispered within. Not just Dev, but every one of these nathahlen lives you care so much for. Will you let them die out of stubborn selfishness?


    Better that than surrender, part of him howled in reply, blindly adamant; but the cold horror he felt at the idea of Dev’s death was stronger yet. Through numb, reluctant lips, Kiran forced out words. “There is another way.”


    “What way?” The sudden flicker of hope in Dev’s eyes revealed how badly he wanted another solution.


    “I could contact Ruslan. Bargain for your life. For everyone’s lives. He—”


    “Don’t you even think about it,” Dev snapped. “You summon him, all that’ll happen is you’ll be mindburned and I’ll be dead. He’ll walk off whistling to find the demons, and Cara and Melly will die screaming—” Dev’s voice cracked. He turned his face away.


    “You don’t know Ruslan. Not like I do.” Speech came easier to Kiran now, his reluctance drowned by the need to make Dev understand. “He wants me willing. A partner to cast at his side, not a mind-crippled slave barely capable of channeling.” Even with the depth of control provided him by the mark-bond, Ruslan couldn’t truly alter a resisting Kiran’s innermost self. He could only destroy Kiran’s mind and will, either in whole or in part, as he had done with Kiran’s memories in Ninavel. But if Kiran willingly let Ruslan remake him…


    Revulsion shivered through Kiran; he stamped it down. “If I offer surrender without resistance, vow to abandon all defiance—trust me, Ruslan would give almost anything for that. Like healing charms capable of saving your life, plus a blood vow to never cause harm to you or Alathia by any means, demonic or otherwise.”


    “Didn’t you learn a damn thing in Ninavel?” Dev’s grip on Kiran’s wrist tightened to the point of pain. “I don’t care what Ruslan vows, it won’t stop him. He’ll only find an even worse way to take his revenge.”


    “Of course he won’t stop!” Kiran tore free of Dev’s hold to pace in agitated frustration. “I don’t say it’s a permanent solution. But if I ensure he can’t set the demons on you or Alathia, that buys you time and safety while he searches for another way. You and Cara can find the demons instead and send their hunters after him.”


    “How, without you and your memories? You’re the one with a connection to them. The demon dismissed the rest of us as no better than rats, even Ruslan. It was you he treated as an equal.” Dev retched again. He dashed a hand across his mouth and looked up at Kiran with angry, accusatory eyes.


    Equal was not the impression Kiran had from his fragmented memories of the conversation, but the last thing he wanted was to revisit that moment further. “My past isn’t the only possible source of knowledge. Remember when we talked in the mountains about gaining entrance to the collegium library in Prosul Akheba so we could search historical and religious treatises—”


    “We planned that I’d help you sneak into the library so you could search! Cara and I are outriders, not scholars. It’d take me years to finish even one dusty old book, and I wouldn’t understand half of what I read.”


    “Talk a scholar into helping you, then,” Kiran said, exasperated. “Or forget finding the demons and instead use your clever tongue to goad Ruslan into breaking his vows. That should be well within your abilities.”


    “Fuck, Kiran. You can’t goad a man who’s already got everything he wants!” Dev lurched toward Kiran. “You’re dying to throw yourself on the fire, is that it? Want your magic back so bad you don’t care if Ruslan makes you into a monster?”


    Kiran recoiled, the breath leaving his lungs. “This isn’t about my magic. This is about saving lives. Yours, Cara’s, Melly’s, all of Alathia’s!”


    “Makes a nice story to tell yourself, doesn’t it?” Dev said. “But answer me this: How many people will you murder as Ruslan’s devoted lapdog?”


    “Fewer than will die if Ruslan bargains with demons! Do you think I want to be forever changed? To give over my mind, my very soul to the man who ripped away my memories, who murdered my lover just to teach me obedience?” The black, bitter maelstrom of anguish and betrayal and loss rose to batter Kiran’s heart anew. “Part of me would rather see the entire world burn than let Ruslan touch me again. But don’t you see? That’s how he would react in my place. If I let thousands die—if I let you die, to spare myself—how am I any different from him?”


    “Gods. Kiran.” Dev passed a hand over his eyes. “You want to prove you’re different, so you’ll let him mindburn that difference right out of you? Tell me you hear how fucked up that logic is.”


    “That’s not the point. If I cast, it will bring Ruslan anyway, and I don’t know how to help you without magic. I can’t just sit on my hands and watch you die.”


    “Would you quit assuming the worst?” Dev’s glare intensified. “I’m sick, yeah. But nowhere near death, and we are not out of options. Hell, even if I did die—whether by poison, or spell, or even a fucking rock falling on my head—don’t you dare roll over for Ruslan. You keep going, understand?”


    How? Kiran wanted to demand. You claim you can’t succeed without me; how am I to do the same without you? But faced with Dev’s desperate determination, Kiran couldn’t gainsay him. Dev had never once given up on freeing Kiran in Ninavel despite confronting equally terrible odds.


    Yet Kiran couldn’t bring himself to make any promises. “If you can drag yourself, I’ll carry the packs.”


    The taut lines of Dev’s body eased. He gave a slow nod. “About time you had a turn as pack mule.” He clamped an arm over his stomach and squinted down the twilit gorge. “When I was belaying you down the cliff, I spotted rubble from a rockfall about a mile down-canyon. I figure that’s our best bet for shelter. Try to stick to rock and not leave any footprints in sand.” He started off in a crabbed stagger. Kiran hefted the packs, wincing at the weight, and followed.


    There had never been a longer mile. The packs Kiran carried grew heavier with every step. The gorge was eerily silent; the only sound was the scrape of their footsteps. Far from reassuring Kiran, the quiet only heightened his nerves. He kept imagining he saw stealthy figures creeping along the gorge rim or lurking in the deepening shadows. If the clanfolk intended to spring another ambush, the oncoming darkness would bring ample opportunity. Kiran strained his senses through his barriers, seeking the least hint of human life, but all he felt was the distressingly faint glimmer of Dev at his side.


    The gathering gloom made it impossible to see if any clan symbols marked the gorge walls. The viciously thorny plants seemed to multiply, springing up all over the rock to bar their path, even as the occasional drifted dunes remained tantalizingly clear of obstacles. Soon Kiran’s trousers were ripped in a dozen places and his skin burning from needle-stabs.


    Worse was the awareness of his ikilhia inexorably losing cohesion. No question any longer that the water he’d drunk was as fouled as Dev’s. The pull of his body on his magic was obvious now, a nagging, relentless demand. But his fear for himself paled beside his concern for Dev.


    At first, Dev had cursed whenever he impaled a limb on a swordplant or had to stop for another session of vomiting. Now he plodded along in grim, strained silence. His pace grew ever slower, his body listing. He didn’t protest when Kiran offered a supportive arm, only leaned heavily on Kiran’s already-burdened shoulder. Kiran locked his arm around Dev’s waist and tugged him onward, fighting to ignore the burn in his own exhausted muscles.


    Just when he thought his legs might fail under the combined weight of Dev and the packs, the ragged black outline of the rockfall at last appeared against the star-sprinkled sky.


    “Wait here,” he said, releasing Dev. “I’ll find a sheltered spot.”


    Dev slid down to his knees, his head bowed. Kiran clambered over rocks, straining to see through near-darkness. Oh, for a magelight! At last he located a sandy hollow beneath two leaning boulders. From within, only a thin ribbon of stars showed overhead. All other sightlines were blocked by rock. They’d have a good chance of using their firestone charm unseen.


    Kiran dumped the packs and set out to collect Dev. When he returned to the rockfall’s edge, the dark lump of Dev’s body was so still that for a terrifying instant Kiran wasn’t certain he still breathed. But when Kiran called his name, Dev groaned and raised his head. With assistance from Kiran, he managed to negotiate the rockfall to reach the hollow.


    Kiran settled Dev against one of the boulders forming the hollow’s walls. His own legs trembled so much he could barely stand. The disorder of his ikilhia would soon reach the point where he must take more of the drug. Already his head ached as badly as his muscles.


    Dev croaked out something about water.


    “Let me boil it first.” Kiran’s own throat felt as arid and cracked as if he’d gone days without water instead of hours. He fumbled through the contents of Dev’s pack, seeking the firestones and their single battered pot, all the while aware of the raw, painful sound of Dev’s breathing. Dev had vomited for so long and so often his body must lack even the least trace of moisture.


    Kiran set the smooth ovals of the firestones in the sand and sparked the charm, using a drop of his blood and a whispered trigger word like the most magic-blind of nathahlen. His ikilhia was so unsettled he feared to use even a trickle of touch-sent power.


    Violet and crimson flames leapt up. In the magefire’s light, Dev looked worse than ever. His cheeks were sunken hollows and his eyes were slitted and dull. Kiran balanced the pot on the firestones and poured in water from a skin. The water looked clear and clean as any he’d drunk in Ninavel. So difficult, not to simply snatch up the pot and drink!


    “How long should I boil it?” He feared he wouldn’t get a response, but Dev coughed and straightened.


    In a grating whisper, he said, “Only a few moments. If that doesn’t work, longer won’t help.”


    Kiran hovered over the pot in anxious anticipation. He scrutinized the water as it boiled, looking for any odd residue, any sign at all of contamination, but saw nothing. Hardest of all was to wait for the water to cool after he removed the pot from the fire. The moment he judged he wouldn’t blister his tongue, he snatched up the pot and tasted its contents—only to spit in dismay.


    “What?” Dev rasped.


    “The water tastes strange. Boiling didn’t work, it must have concentrated the poison—”


    “Water always tastes odd after you boil it. Give it here.”


    Kiran passed the pot over. Dev took a cautious sip. Then a long series of full-throated gulps, ignoring Kiran’s uneasy protest.


    When Dev spoke, his voice sounded stronger. “Tastes like any boiled water to me. No way to know if boiling cleansed it, but either we drink or we’ll never reach another clan.”


    Kiran couldn’t argue with that. He took the pot back and downed a few swallows, grimacing at the flat, mineral taste. His parched body clamored for more, but if boiling hadn’t worked, Kiran didn’t want to add more foulness to what his body already fought.


    “I’ll boil what’s in the other skins,” he told Dev. “You rest.”


    “Until moonrise,” Dev said. “Then we keep walking.”


    Kiran wasn’t at all certain a few scant hours of rest would help. Even as he watched, Dev made a choked noise and clamped his hands over his mouth. If Dev couldn’t keep the water down, what then? But Dev took slow, shallow breaths and at last lowered his hands.


    “Maybe at moonrise you should keep resting here, and I’ll go scout,” Kiran said. “I’m still well enough to move quickly. Even with the moon’s light, it’ll be difficult to spot clan symbols on the rocks, but I have another idea. Currents of earth-power sometimes follow valleys and pool where water does. If I can discover a current, tracing its flow could lead me to a seep or a spring, hopefully on another clan’s ground. You’ve said such places are guarded, but we could strike another bargain there or try another plan.” Searching out one of the sparse currents of natural magic that threaded the desert wouldn’t be easy with his barriers obstructing his senses. But none of their choices were easy now.


    Dev was silent for a long moment. “Maybe. See how I feel at moonrise.”


    Kiran’s worry edged higher; Dev’s reluctant agreement was an admission of just how sick he really was. He started another skin’s worth of water boiling in the pot. Dev’s eyes drifted shut, though the tight lines of his body didn’t relax.


    Pain spiked through Kiran’s head. The magefire’s flames were abruptly too bright, colors spangling across his vision. Hurriedly he retrieved the drug vial. So little liquid remained! His hand shook as he tipped a careful few drops into his mouth.


    We are not out of options, Dev had said. But if the drug ran out before they reached Prosul Akheba, only two choices would remain for Kiran: death, or Ruslan.


    Dev might well change his mind about bargaining with Ruslan then. Kiran’s death would leave little hope for Cara and Melly.


    “Put the damn vial away and stop fretting. We’ll make it.” Dev’s eyes had slitted open again, watching Kiran with unnerving intensity.


    “You needn’t stare at me like you’re afraid I’ll slink off to summon Ruslan the moment you stop looking. I’m not going anywhere.”


    “Good.” But Dev’s gaze stayed fixed on him.


    Kiran tucked the vial away. The pain in his head faded as the drug took effect and his ikilhia settled back into a sullen knot. Methodically he boiled water, rinsed out waterskins, and replaced their contents, careful not to waste a drop more than he must. It was a relief to lose himself in a repetitive yet absorbing task. It reminded him of hours spent stacking and sorting silver rods meant for creating channel patterns, with Mikail working at his side.


    A swelling wave of homesickness drowned him, and Kiran cursed his own traitorous heart. He hated these moments most of all, when despite everything he’d seen in Dev’s memories, he missed Mikail, Lizaveta, even Ruslan, with a force that tore his soul raw. What was wrong with him? He knew the depth of Ruslan’s cruelty. Yet he still caught himself yearning to wake in his familiar bedroom in Ninavel and find that all this was only a terrible nightmare; that none of his memories were missing, none of the betrayals were real. Mikail would tease him with dry, gentle wit and summon Ruslan and Lizaveta to reassure Kiran that he’d only imagined the horrors, he was still safe in their love…


    He was such a fool. Even if he did wake that way, he couldn’t possibly trust it. Ruslan had tricked him once already. Now Kiran couldn’t even trust himself. Was his determination to save lives merely a rationalization covering a craven, selfish desire to regain his magic and his mage-family?


    He didn’t know. Yet another reason he so desperately needed Dev. Kiran had far more faith in Dev’s character and decisions than his own.


    Dev’s eyes had shut, but Kiran could tell by the sound of his breathing that he wasn’t asleep. Driven by snarled emotions, Kiran asked, “When you Changed, I know you missed flying, and breaking wards, and all the things the Taint let you do as a child. But your handler, Red Dal…you said he raised you, that you thought him a father to you, until you lost your power and he sold you. You must have hated him for that, but…did you ever miss him, too?”


    Without opening his eyes, Dev said, “At first. Later, when I realized everything I missed about him was a lie—then all I felt was hate, and everything was easier. You’ll get there too. You already had when I first met you.”


    Kiran hoped he might get there soon. How much easier if he could hate Ruslan with the same pure, uncomplicated fervor as Dev—or even with the bitter venom he’d seen himself display in Dev’s memories. Back then, Kiran had apparently felt that nothing else mattered but escape from Ruslan. He envied that clarity of purpose.


    His former self had been whole, possessed of a full set of memories. All Kiran had of the three years prior to this summer were tattered threads marred by gaping voids. He’d seen Dev’s memories, but they felt as unreal as a scry-vision. Knowing the truth with his head wasn’t the same as feeling it with his heart. He did have the memory Lena had returned to him of Alisa’s agonizing death at Ruslan’s hands—a brutally vivid horror impossible to deny. Yet set against that one memory were a thousand others from his childhood and his recent days in Ninavel that insisted his mage-family’s love was not a lie the way Red Dal’s had been.


    Mikail’s mind meshing swift and sure with Kiran’s, his joy in casting echoing Kiran’s own, his quiet strength an anchor that would never fail; Lizaveta singing to Kiran in a dark, honeyed voice, sharing with him a wondrous saga from a city lost in the mists of time; Ruslan’s hand warm on Kiran’s shoulder as they prepared to break Vidai’s wards in the Cirque of the Knives, fierce pride and affection flooding through the mark-bond, unmistakable, undeniable…


    Ruslan and Lizaveta, their bodies twining around Kiran’s, hands and mouths and magic setting his nerves afire until he screamed with the rapture of it—


    Nausea cramped Kiran’s stomach and stifled his breath. He would not, would not think of that.


    “What’s wrong?” Dev shoved up on an elbow, peering at him.


    “I…” He would rather bite his own tongue off than explain. “Nothing. Just an unpleasant memory.” Kiran resealed a waterskin with sharp efficiency. “I’ve finished with the water. Do you think you can eat something?”


    Dev shuddered, looking like he might vomit again at the very thought. “Later.”


    Kiran didn’t feel like eating, either. They’d have to replenish their strength, but perhaps eating could wait until moonrise. “I’ll put out the magefire and we both can rest.”


    Dev sighed and slumped onto his side. After snuffing the firestones, Kiran lay down and stared into darkness with hot, aching eyes, listening to the slow rasp of Dev’s breathing. Moonrise was yet several hours away. He should try for a glimpse of his earliest memories as he’d promised Dev he would. The pain of it had to be less than what scoured his heart now.


    He summoned his concentration and sank toward the heart of his damaged memories. The wall waited there, impenetrable and enduring, so familiar a part of him that for much of his childhood he’d barely thought of it.


    Attempting to breach the wall would bring pain too strong to shut out, so he held back, scrutinizing the spell’s weaving. A crack must have opened when he met the demon in the mountains. He should find the fault line and push there before pain overwhelmed him.


    But he saw no weakness in the spell. Exhaustion crept up to blur his focus. His mind drifted, slipping into dream, and the wall before him changed…


    Alkali dust whipped past Kiran, carried on a rising wind. He hurried along the outside of Ninavel’s massive sandstorm wall, trailing his fingers across the pale granite blocks. An oddly painful mutter of quiescent wards abraded his inner senses. Where was the gate? He had to enter the city. Ruslan had set him a task. The particulars of the task were strangely indistinct, but he knew he must hurry. To the south, a bulging russet cloud swallowed the Painted Valley, stretching from sand to sky and sweeping northward toward Ninavel. The alkali flats held no shelter, only scattered sagebrush and fireweed. If the storm arrived before Kiran passed the gate, wind-driven sand would flay the flesh from his bones.


    “You always make such a hash of things, little brother.”


    Kiran turned, startled. Mere feet away, Mikail leaned with complete nonchalance against the wall’s warded stone. His sandy hair lay loose on his sturdy shoulders, untouched by the wind, and no dust marred the sigil-marked black of his clothes. More, Kiran felt no blaze of his mage-brother’s ikilhia in the aether, only a faint ripple of magic, barely noticeable against the blazing sea of Ninavel’s confluence. A scry-sending, then. Cast by the real Mikail from some far safer location. Perhaps their home high in Ninavel’s Reytani district, protected from storms by wards and walls—oh, how Kiran wished he were safe at Mikail’s side.


    “How far to the gate? I must find it!” Already Kiran could barely see the mountains.


    “No need,” Mikail said. “Cast. Shatter the wall. Or disperse the storm. You are no nathahlen to live at the world’s mercy. The world is at yours.”


    “I can’t.” He couldn’t touch the confluence’s inferno without the protection of channels, and he had no silver or copper to build a pattern. His own ikilhia wouldn’t suffice to breach the wall wards, and he felt no other sparks of life within reach. None at all, as if the city was deserted. Were the wall wards interfering with his senses? He wanted to seek further, but there was some reason he shouldn’t release his barriers, a danger he could not quite recall—


    “You must,” Mikail said. “Look: the city burns. Who will put out the fire if not you?”


    Craning his neck upward, Kiran saw the soaring spires visible above the wall’s great bulwark were wrapped in crimson flames. This must be why Ruslan had sent him.


    Kiran stumbled into a run. “I have to get inside!”


    Mikail reappeared in front of him. “Then stop and look properly, brother.” He backed away from the wall, beckoning.


    Kiran followed, uncertain, squinting against the grit stinging his face. Mikail halted and stabbed a finger back at the city. “Look.”


    At first Kiran saw only the wall, broad and blank and impenetrable. But the wall wasn’t truly blank. The stone was discolored in spots—no. Lines. An entire pattern revealed itself to his wondering eyes. A jagged, inward-spiraling maze of lines with a strange symbol at the center. Familiar somehow, though Kiran couldn’t summon the meaning of it.


    Mikail shouted over the swelling howl of the wind, “Look closer!” He urged Kiran back to the wall and pointed where the outermost line of the spiral swept low to the ground. The line was not merely a discoloration. A crack marred the stone, zigzagging along the line’s path.


    “Go on,” Mikail said in his ear. “Look within, and make your own gate.”


    Deep inside the crack, a flicker of indigo crawled and twisted. Power slithered along Kiran’s barriers, the taste of it cold, alien. Kiran’s breath came short, fear sweeping him. Make his own gate? If Mikail meant him to cast, he could not, dared not…but the wind was shrieking around him now, sand scouring his skin, Mikail’s scry-sending a hazy shape at his side.


    Kiran braced his hands on the stone and put an eye to the crack. Indigo fire exploded over him and ripped a howl from his throat. Years sloughed away, his body shrinking to that of a child’s. The fire died away into darkness, and he saw—


    Scorpions above him, crawling in the black recesses of the stone ceiling above his cot. Inching closer whenever Kiran looked away. In daylight, you couldn’t see them. They hid, somehow. Back when she could still talk, Ralia said Kiran imagined the scorpions. She might be a year older than he was, but Kiran knew better. He could hear the scorpions whispering, in harsh, hissing voices. They would crawl down and sting him, hundreds of them, and no one would come to save him.


    He clutched at his woolen blanket, rubbing it against his cheek in a vain search for comfort. Kiran missed the amayas in the child garden, who had soothed his fears with hugs and lulling chants. Here in the upper temple, the adults’ faces were hard, their voices cold, and they ignored any cries for help at night. Even during the day, they never listened. They only ordered Kiran to stand still, draw this same stupid pattern over and over, learn these nonsense words. And all the time they watched him with narrowed, impatient eyes, as if they wished he would hurry up and get as sick as Ralia so he couldn’t bother them with questions anymore.


    The room was dark but for a pale bar of moonlight striped across the small, unmoving lump of Ralia, asleep on her cot across the room. In another, closer cot, Jain whimpered and twisted, muttering words that didn’t make sense. He hadn’t talked right in days, but he was better than Ralia. She never talked at all now, only stared at nothing and scratched her cheeks bloody.


    A hot lump swelled in Kiran’s throat. How long before he got as bad as Jain and Ralia? His head ached all the time, and colors sparked and flashed in the corners of his eyes, just like Jain said he saw before he stopped talking right.


    Jain keened, panting. A whisper louder than the rest drifted through the air, followed by a sizzling noise that sounded horribly like a chuckle.


    Something was there. Shadowed shapes as big as men, three of them, crouched beyond Ralia’s cot. Kiran wanted to burrow beneath the blanket and hide, but he didn’t dare move, not even breathe. Go away go away…


    One shadow moved. Pallid fingers slid into the moonlight. The fingers traced the air above Ralia’s black curls and drifted down to hover over her body. The whispers turned into words. Weak, the scorpions said, disgusted, disappointed. The rat-child’s fire dies to ashes. Better to take her blood now, before it turns bitter.


    A whimper escaped Kiran. A tiny sound, quickly choked off, but the shadow turned. Eyes blinked open in the darkness, two pits of blue flame. Horror froze Kiran’s marrow. In his head, a sly voice said, Do you hear us, child? Ah, now that is more promising.


    The pale fingers clenched into a fist. Ralia jerked upright on her cot. She clawed at her chest, gagging. Blood burst from her mouth to splash on the flagstones.


    The shadow laughed, and Kiran screamed.


    
      

      [bookmark: _Toc432273021]Chapter Four

    


    


    (Kiran)


    


    Kiran thrashed awake with the echo of a child’s shriek ringing in his ears. Overhead, the tip of a rising moon pierced a slender line of stars. Yet darkness surrounded him, shadows that might hide anything. His mind still hazed with fear, he reached to pull power from his ikilhia, desperate to spark a magelight.


    He caught himself just in time. The desert. Ruslan. Dev. Kiran raked shaking hands through his hair. Sandstorms and scorpions and dying children…the fragments of nightmare he recalled made little sense, and yet each felt as terrifyingly vivid as his memory of Alisa’s death. Even now, the sound of spattering blood would not leave him.


    The noise was real. Something was splashing onto the ground.


    Kiran snatched for the firestones and sparked them by touch. Only to gape in stunned disbelief at what the renewed flames revealed: Dev emptying a waterskin into the sand.


    “What are you doing?” Kiran lunged for Dev and yanked the waterskin from his hand.


    Dev’s eyes glittered fever-bright, and heat baked off his skin. “We have to get rid of it. That’s how they’ll track us. Dye in the water…I used that trick once.” He grabbed for the waterskin.


    “No!” Kiran scrambled back, holding the skin out of reach. “My amulet, remember? No spell can track anything near me!”


    Confusion passed over Dev’s face. “Pello doesn’t have an amulet. Give me that.” He snatched again and almost overbalanced into the magefire.


    “The fever—you’re delirious. And you—” Kiran stopped, dismay stealing his breath. Not far from the packs, five more flaccid skins sat amid a wide circle of darker sand. “You poured out all the water?” Frantic, Kiran skinned off his shirt and clawed up handfuls of damp sand onto the cloth. If he could squeeze the moisture through the shirt and back into a waterskin, they might avoid utter disaster.


    “Leave it!” Dev kicked Kiran’s shirt aside. “We’ll get more at the lake. It’s right over the pass.”


    “There is no lake!” Kiran shouted. Dev shoved past him, reaching for the one remaining skin. In pure instinct, Kiran grabbed Dev’s bare wrist to pull ikilhia.


    He only meant to weaken Dev enough to stop him. But the prohibition Ruslan had set in him in Ninavel blazed fire through his mind, shackling him tight. Do no magic that would harm this man.


    Kiran gasped and let go. Dev convulsed and crumpled to the ground. He lay sprawled on his back with his eyes rolled up to the whites and his limbs twitching in spasmodic jerks.


    Kiran froze for one horrified instant. Had he done this? He couldn’t have. Ruslan’s will-binding had stopped him from taking even a sip of ikilhia. He yanked Dev’s shirt open and pressed a hand to his chest.


    Dev’s ikilhia was a horrifyingly dim pinprick that faded further with every ragged breath. Terrified, Kiran pushed deeper. The rhythms of Dev’s body were all disordered. Heat blazed through his organs, his heart racing and stuttering. Deep within, the unbroken chain of the binding Vidai zha-Dakhar had cast upon Dev in Ninavel gleamed with chill, icy light, brighter than ever, as if Vidai’s demon-borrowed magic fed upon Dev’s distress. Odd spirals of energy twisted up to pierce the ugly unhealed wound that still lurked at the heart of Dev’s mind, a remnant of his encounter with the demon who had been the source of Vidai’s power.


    Had Kiran’s aborted attempt to pull ikilhia inadvertently triggered some backlash of the binding’s energies to cause this terrible disruption? Regret and fear were bitter in Kiran’s mouth. He should have cast on Dev to break Vidai’s binding when he still safely could, before Lena passed them through Alathia’s wards. He’d been too focused on the need to escape before the Watch could recapture them, and he’d thought Dev in no immediate danger. Vidai’s intent with the spell had merely been to tie Dev and all those nathahlen he considered corrupt to Ninavel’s great confluence in a similar manner to the oaths that bound all Ninavel’s mages. With Vidai dead, the confluence was no longer at risk of a catastrophic disruption.


    Dev’s breath came in ever more erratic gasps. Kiran cried out, a wordless howl of desperation. If he had to choose between watching Dev die right here under his hands or revealing himself to Ruslan by casting, he would cast in a heartbeat.


    But cast what? Even if Vidai’s magic was responsible for Dev’s condition, breaking such a deeply entrenched binding in a nathahlen already on the verge of dying was not an option. Dev would never survive the attempt. No, Kiran must somehow repair the damage. He sought frantically through memories of spell patterns. He might lack knowledge of healing, but he recalled plenty of bindings. If he could link himself deeply enough to Dev, perhaps he could impose order upon the failing rhythms of Dev’s body. Force Dev to live.


    Bindings. Vidai’s binding. Kiran dared not break it, but could he use it? Kiran snatched up his belt knife. He slashed open his own palm, then Dev’s, and joined their bloody hands.


    A shock of connection burned through him. Every last thread of dissonant, alien magic lurking in Dev’s body stood out in brilliant clarity, and Kiran could now touch the strands as easily as if they were rooted in his own flesh. The demonic magic might be unfamiliar in its particulars, but the binding’s purpose was to create a link, and links could be appropriated. If Kiran insinuated his own ikilhia into the binding’s weave, he might link himself to Dev as tightly as he needed without ever releasing a single wisp of magic past his barriers to alert Ruslan.


    All his training screamed warnings. Vidai’s binding was anchored in the immense forces of Ninavel’s confluence. The slightest error in working with the spell’s unfamiliar energies could trigger a lethal backlash. If he and Dev burned to ash, nothing would stop Ruslan.


    Yet he could not let Dev die. It was as simple as that. Kiran shut out fear and reached for the shining, sinister strands of magic. Ruslan’s will-binding stirred, but Kiran focused fiercely on his intent to save Dev, not harm him, and the will-binding subsided. Working as fast as he dared, Kiran wormed tendrils of his own ikilhia into the spell linking Dev to the confluence. He strove to match the dissonant pulse of the binding’s energies even as he held his own barriers firm.


    It hurt. Cold seared him, and a sudden cacophony of sibilant voices clawed at his mind. Flashes of incomprehensible images assaulted his focus. Energies writhed against his grasp, threatening to explode free.


    Kiran tightened his hold and slid deeper, melding with the alien magic, opening himself to the pain. Until he felt a shock at a level so deep his heart nearly stopped. He was Dev, his lungs struggling, his body failing—


    Kiran yanked power from the distant cauldron of his own ikilhia and poured it into that dying pinprick of life. Simultaneously, he dragged the disordered rhythms of Dev’s body into lockstep with his own.


    Dev convulsed again with a strangled cry. Fear for him threatened to shatter Kiran’s focus. But Dev’s inhalations grew regular, his heart hammering in perfect time with Kiran’s. His ikilhia brightened by infinitesimal degrees.


    Kiran was dimly aware of sweat soaking both him and Dev despite the phantom cold gnawing at his bones. The fever still raged in Dev’s blood, and Kiran didn’t know how to stop it. The binding’s energies kept shifting, maddeningly unpredictable. Icy magic speared through Kiran’s ikilhia until he wanted to scream with the agony of it. He couldn’t hold the connection any longer. He could only hope that Dev’s breathing and heartbeat would remain stable when he withdrew.


    Extricating himself from Vidai’s binding was as painful and difficult as infiltrating had been. Concentrating with grim intensity, Kiran eased his way free.


    Dev’s breathing sped up, but without any hitching or gasping, and the candleflame of his ikilhia did not dim. He groaned and muttered something unintelligible.


    Kiran pressed his hands to his eyes, overcome by exhausted relief. He’d held his barriers. Ruslan should not have sensed what he’d done. But Kiran was shivering as if he’d been climbing in the highest reaches of the Whitefires, so dizzy he could barely remain upright, and his ikilhia was a flaring, seething mess. He fumbled for the drug vial and managed to shake a few precious drops into his mouth.


    Dev groaned again. His head turned restlessly on the sand. Kiran touched Dev’s brow and winced at the heat of his skin. If he awoke, he might remain dangerously delirious.


    So he must stay asleep. Kiran crawled over to the packs and dug out the copper circlet of the clansman’s sleepfast charm. He raked aside Dev’s coarse dark hair, now sticky and lank with fever-sweat, and settled the circlet onto Dev’s brow. Kiran didn’t know the charm’s trigger word. He’d have to risk sparking the magic by touch.


    His vision doubled when he sent a thread of ikilhia into the metal. Kiran breathed an imprecation; he couldn’t afford to take more of the drug. Only a few drops remained in the vial, barely enough for one final dose. Assuming he could avoid using any more magic, he had perhaps a day’s grace before he faced that last, terrible choice between death and surrender. Reaching Prosul Akheba was out of the question.


    It didn’t matter. Dev’s condition changed everything. He lay quiet now under the charm’s spell, his lean, brown face deceptively slack and peaceful, but the peace wouldn’t last. If the fever continued unchecked, nothing would stop Dev from dying.


    Not even Ruslan. Kiran knew with sinking, awful certainty that he’d missed his chance to bargain. If he’d contacted Ruslan earlier, when Dev’s condition was not so dire…but now? Ruslan would feel Kiran’s desperation through the mark-bond. Impossible, to hide the truth of Dev’s condition from him. Ruslan would see in Kiran’s mind how little time Dev had left, and he’d use that knowledge as a weapon. Most likely, he’d force Kiran to choose. Dev’s life, or the thousands of other lives that hung in the balance, including Cara’s and Melly’s. A choice Kiran couldn’t bear to make.


    There must be another way. There must—


    The godspeaker. Whatever she wanted, Kiran was certain it involved more than a knife’s-worth of his blood. The clanfolk must know some remedy for their poison. He could lure them to him and then force them into providing an antidote. With merely verbal threats, preferably—they’d seen enough to fear him—but if it came to casting…


    He wouldn’t let fear of Ruslan stay his hand. He’d already lost all hope of escape. Yet casting would tax his unstable ikilhia so severely that Kiran wasn’t certain if the scant remnants of the drug could stave off his collapse. If he cast, it must be a spell of compulsion. Something that would force the godspeaker and her kin to ensure Dev’s survival.


    Kiran shook his shirt free of sand and pulled it on, leaving the empty waterskins where they lay. He snuffed the firestones and put them in his pack along with the last remaining waterskin. He would leave Dev hidden here and move up the gorge some distance before he drew the clanfolk’s attention. Best if the godspeaker didn’t know Dev’s location before Kiran secured a remedy. He didn’t like to leave Dev defenseless in charm-sleep, but at least Dev had said sandcats and other predators were rare in this type of desert, and he was well hidden from any human hunters. If Kiran hurried, the risk of mishap might be small.


    He dragged Dev over to lie beneath the deepest part of the boulder’s overhang. If the sun rose before Kiran returned, Dev would be safely in shade. Kiran put a palm on Dev’s chest to feel the reassuringly steady beat of his heart.


    “You won’t die here,” Kiran whispered, willing the words to be truth. “You’ll see Cara and Melly again. Use that stubbornness of yours. All you have to do is hold to life until I return.”


    Out in the gorge, a quarter moon rode high in the night sky. Not enough light to make travel easy, but enough to differentiate between thorns and stone. About to retrace his route up the gorge, Kiran halted, his gaze caught by the outlines of the cliffs against the stars. Farther down the gorge, the clifflines grew ragged, the canyon broadening. If he could ascend to the rim and spark his firestones on the sandstone plateau above, his magefire would be visible for miles. The clanfolk couldn’t possibly miss it, wherever they were hunting.


    He hadn’t Dev’s skill with climbing, but he wasn’t a complete novice any longer. If he could find a break in the cliffs, he could scramble up to the plateau.


    Kiran hastened through a nightscape of subdued grays and shadows. His exhausted muscles burned and twinges of nausea cramped his stomach, but he didn’t slow. Strange to think that only a few hours ago he’d been mired in an agony of fear and uncertainty. Now all he felt was grim, implacable determination.


    He slithered down a series of ledges littered with stray chunks of stone, and found himself at a junction of canyons. A steep-walled slot met with the gorge, which broadened as it meandered eastward. A tantalizingly short distance away, the angle of the cliffs eased, the canyon rims sinking to the starry horizon. Yet immediately ahead, a moonlit garden of forbiddingly large boulders blocked easy travel.


    His other choice was the slot canyon, which cut northward. Possibly a better direction for Kiran to remain in the godspeaker’s territory, but he’d never be able to ascend cliffs that sheer.


    He should find a path through the boulders and climb the gentler slopes beyond. Kiran hurried forward, only to halt in surprise. Faint through his barriers, a spidersilk thread of earth-power coiled in languid loops beneath the boulder garden. Oh, the irony, to find a current so easily—but something was odd about the current’s flow, something…


    A chill wisp of power brushed his barriers, the taste of it both dissonant and horribly familiar. Kiran’s heart jolted. The night air was abruptly cold on his skin, the faintest sounds loud in his ears. Were those whispers he heard?


    Ahead in the boulders, shadows shifted and crept forward. A patch of paler rock resolved into an ice-white, eerily beautiful face.


    I thought I felt you, child, a sly voice breathed in Kiran’s head, as if his barriers meant nothing. Playing with our fire…did you forget that channels run both ways?


    Kiran stumbled backward, terror bright in his veins. His sense of time and place shredded away; he was a child again, caught in a nightmare, an old, helpless panic rising to blot away his reason.


    An inhuman, fanged grin split the pale face. A white hand beckoned, the gesture languid and mocking.


    Kiran ran. Not back the way he had come, but up the sheer-walled, winding slot canyon. In a blind, headlong rush, he tripped over ledges and bruised his shins on boulders. Amid the roar of panic in his head, one thought remained: he must not lead the demon back toward Dev.


    He didn’t expect to escape. He’d seen the blurred speed of the demon in the mountains. Yet no pallid, subtly scaled hands gripped him; no silver-sweet laughter pierced the air. Kiran’s breath came in racking gasps. His legs burned and grew leaden, slowing his headlong flight. He threw a wild glance over his shoulder. Nothing behind him but rock and sand and cliffs, innocently empty in the light of the moon shining straight down into the slot. But the twisting course of the canyon meant he couldn’t see far.


    Kiran stumbled to a halt. He strained his inner senses.


    Nothing. No hint of magic or mocking whispers teased at his barriers. The canyon was utterly still and silent around him. Had he imagined the encounter? A hallucination, brought on by exhaustion and drug withdrawal? Yet the fear lingered, clamoring that he should run again, farther, faster. Kiran struggled to set it aside and think rationally.


    He must risk returning to the junction of canyons. Yes, if the demon were real, it could be waiting to ambush him. But what good did it do him to cower here like a trapped animal? He’d never be able to climb out of this slot, and the clanfolk would have to be right on top of him to spot a magefire. With Dev’s life in the balance, he must return to where he might reach the plateau.


    Fear yammered at Kiran that retracing his steps was a disastrous idea. Anything was better than risking a demon’s attention. But Kiran forced his reluctant legs to move—only to freeze again, listening.


    A soft scrape, as of a foot on stone. Coming from farther up the slot canyon, not down. Kiran sensed no chill taint of demons—but so faint he could barely feel it, a dim pulse of life. A nathahlen was approaching.


    One of the godspeaker’s clan? A rill of hope lightened his heart, yet the fear still surging through his veins urged him to caution. Kiran glanced around, seeking shelter. There—a huddle of rocks against the canyon wall. Kiran crept over to the rockpile and backed into a crevice.


    The glimmer of life brightened. A dark figure separated from the shadows, slinking around a bend in the canyon. When the nathahlen dodged around a swordplant into the moon’s faint light, Kiran got a better look.


    A woman. Tall and broad-hipped, with skin as dark as the shadows, her equally black hair bound into multiple tight knots like stubby spikes. Sulanian by ancestry, then. Plenty of the godspeaker’s clan had appeared to have blood other than Varkevian—the godspeaker foremost among them—but Kiran didn’t remember any Sulanian-dark faces in the crowd.


    A long knife glinted silver in the woman’s hand, and a bulging pouch was slung over her back. She prowled along with soft-footed confidence, stopping often to listen, her head turning to search the shadows.


    Did she carry water in that pouch, or even healing charms? If she was alone, and he could but touch her—


    A sharp whisper arrowed through the air. “Ohe, Zadikah!”


    The woman whirled, her knife coming up.


    A stocky man loped around the bend into the moonlight. Metal banded his wrists—charms, but of what type, Kiran didn’t know. The light was too dim to see any runes, and he felt no ripples of activated magic.


    The man spoke swift and low in gutturally accented Varkevian. Zadikah lowered her knife and said something too soft for Kiran to hear, pointing down the canyon.


    The man’s accent was strikingly similar to that of the godspeaker and her kin. A clansman at last? Kiran eased forward, ready to step out of the crevice and demand the man take him to the godspeaker.


    “Didn’t I say to speak only in a tongue I can understand?” Another nathahlen woman, this one skeleton-thin and scarcely taller than a child, jogged down the canyon to join the clansman. Her topknot of curls was gray in the moonlight, and what little Kiran could see of her face was deeply lined, but she moved with a fluid grace that belied her apparent age. She wore charms not only on wrists and forearms but attached to braided cords strapped over her chest, so many that Kiran was surprised her bony frame wasn’t stooped under the weight. “You desert dwellers have far too many dialects. I haven’t the time to learn them all.”


    Kiran hesitated, uncertain. He’d read that an entirely different form of Varkevian was spoken in the great cities of the south, particularly by pure-born members of the oldest families. The elderly woman’s air of casual command and her wealth of charms suggested she might be some scion of a ranking house. In which case, if she were skulking about the desert in the company of a clansman, she was likely gathering allies for one of the covert schemes the great houses employed against each other. One in which she might take exception to witnesses.


    The urgency of his concern for Dev tempted Kiran to step forward anyway—surely one of the old woman’s multitude of charms was useful for healing!—yet he could hear Dev warning him: Only an idiot blunders headlong into a game before he knows the players. Scout the situation first, glean what information you can, and then make your move.


    Zadikah said to the old woman, “I thought you considered Kennish a bastardized, inelegant means of communication.” Her accent was far lighter than the clansman’s.


    “We’re hardly engaged in elegant business, are we?” The old woman patted the clansman’s muscled arm. “I use the tools that come to hand, no matter how crude.”


    The clansman snorted and said to Zadikah, “She’s still mad over my little joke with the scorpions.”


    The old woman flicked a hand at him and demanded of Zadikah, “What are you doing wandering the canyon? The moon has already passed the horns of Amaris. Were we not to meet at the eagle-talon rock?”


    Zadikah said, “I was on my way to you when I heard noises like someone running. Might just have been a pair of ringtails getting in a scrap, but I thought it best to be certain.”


    The clansman’s teeth showed white in a wolfish smile. “Ringtails? Pah. More likely some clumsy hothead of a black-dagger scrambling for cover lest he get caught scouting off his own ground. We should make sure no roaches can scurry off carrying tales.” He slid a knife from beneath his vest. The blade was as long and wickedly sharp as Zadikah’s.


    Kiran tensed, dismayed. During his headlong flight up the canyon, he’d been too panicked to think of keeping to stone. If Zadikah and the clansman discovered tracks, they’d know they weren’t alone in the canyon. In his current condition, Kiran couldn’t risk taking ikilhia from multiple attackers.


    “No need for hunting, Bayyan.” The old woman reached out to prick a fingertip on the clansman’s bared blade. She touched her bloodied finger to an amulet near her collarbone, and her mouth moved in a silent word.


    A wave of magic surged outward from the charm, surprisingly strong. Kiran’s amulet heated in warning. The magic parted smoothly around him, seeking onward through the canyon without even a ripple of disturbance.


    After a moment, the old woman shook her head. “Nobody else but you two within this canyon. We’ll have our privacy.”


    Kiran let out a nervous breath as his amulet cooled. Now he truly dared not reveal himself—at least, not without some insanely clever lie about his identity. No ordinary nathahlen would possess a concealment charm capable of foiling such a powerful seeking spell.


    Zadikah and Bayyan sheathed their knives, Bayyan with an air of disappointment. He said, “I tell you, something’s got the Shaikar-lovers whipped into a frenzy. Before the sun set, I spotted an entire hunt pack crawling over the Dragonclaw cracks, armed to the teeth.” He turned to Zadikah. “You tell the black-daggers that if we snake-eaters find them trespassing on our lands, they’ll be the sorrier for it.”


    The confirmation that Kiran had reached another clan’s territory would have been so welcome mere hours ago. Now it made him want to pound his head against the rock. Then again, Bayyan’s clan might also be familiar with whatever poison had caused Dev’s illness. Perhaps Kiran could bargain with Bayyan without any need for threats or casting. But what would induce the man to help him? The few carcabon stones remaining in Dev’s pack didn’t feel like much incentive. Yet they might serve, if he could somehow get Bayyan alone.


    Zadikah said, “My kin-tie is severed. I no longer speak to the black-daggers.”


    “You may not, but your lover does,” the old woman said. “Teo patches them up the same as he does all who seek his aid, no? Healers hear much. When you return home tonight, find out from him what’s got the black-daggers so riled. I don’t want any surprises so close to the day of action.”


    Zadikah knew a healer who was close enough to reach before dawn? Kiran leaned forward, all other considerations swept away by a rush of hope.


    Zadikah bent her head in acceptance, and the old woman grunted in satisfaction. “Now. You bring good news, I trust?”


    “I do.” Zadikah slung the pouch off her back and pulled out a fat cylindrical object. A rolled sheaf of papers? Kiran squinted, wishing the moon was full.


    Zadikah offered the roll to the old woman. “Your scholar friend was indeed grateful for my aid in his escape. His hatred for the house of Zhan-davi burns hot and his memory is excellent. He drew for us maps detailing every room in the Khalat, marked with all he knows of their contents and occupants.”


    The old woman eagerly snatched the roll of maps. Bayyan said something jubilant in his guttural dialect.


    Dev had told Kiran of the Khalat. A citadel perched on the summit of a sheer-sided butte at the heart of Prosul Akheba, home to the ruling house and the collegium of Seranthine scholars. Kiran couldn’t help wondering what the trio sought there, but it mattered little.


    Zadikah was his focus now. Kiran would wait for her to finish scheming, and when she set off to rejoin her healer lover, Kiran would follow. With the desert so barren of life, he didn’t need to keep her in sight. He could hang back and track the faint pulse of her ikilhia. Once well clear of the slot, he’d close the distance, play the desperate prospector so grateful to have stumbled across her, and offer their remaining carcabon stones in exchange for her help, all without arousing suspicion. If he were truly lucky…ah, but he shouldn’t get his hopes up. The Alathians were masters of herbalism. What chance that a simple desert healer could replicate their drug?


    The old woman said, “Excellent work, Zadikah. Only one problem remains. I’ve secured charms powerful enough to breach the Khalat’s wards and gain our warriors access, but the charms must be triggered from inside the ward patterns. You know the city and the Zhan-davi best of us all. How might we accomplish this?”


    Not a covert scheme, but a covert preparation for war. The black-dagger trader had said the Akhebans were jumpy. Clearly they had good reason to be.


    “I know a way.” Zadikah didn’t sound pleased about it; her words were heavy with resignation.


    The old woman made an impatient gesture. “Tell me.”


    Zadikah said, “Before Teo left the city for the desert, he worked some years in the Seranthine collegium. He speaks of that time only rarely, but I know that he did the collegium’s matria a great favor. I don’t know what the favor was, but she is grateful for it still. She sends Teo a letter every year inquiring after his health and inviting him to visit her in the Khalat, should he ever return to Prosul Akheba.”


    Bayyan said, “So Teo could accept the invitation, get inside, and trigger the charms. But Zadikah, I thought you said he would never help us—that he refuses to take part in anything that might bring harm to others, even to end the cruelty of the Zhan-davi.”


    Try as he might to suppress it, hope had become fire in Kiran’s heart. Teo was a collegium-trained healer who eschewed violence? He could not ask for a better chance. To think he could both save Dev and escape making the choice he so dreaded…oh, please, let it be true.


    When Zadikah spoke, her voice was choked and dark. “Teo would never help us knowingly. But he knows how I’ve always longed to see the Seranthines’ great library. I could convince him to take me within the Khalat on the pretext of asking the matria to give me a day’s writ of access. Once inside, I will trigger the charms.”


    Zadikah meant to betray her lover’s trust, did she? Kiran remembered all too well the soul-searing anguish of learning his mage-family’s lies. If he succeeded in gaining Teo’s help, he would tell the man the truth of Zadikah’s intent. He couldn’t save Teo from the pain of it, but at least he could spare Teo from being used against his will.


    “Ah!” The old woman clasped her hands and bowed to Zadikah. “Daughter of my heart, you exceed my every expectation.”


    Bayyan stood rock-still. He said quietly to Zadikah, “And after?”


    Zadikah bowed her head. “He will not forgive my use of him. My heart withers already to lose him—but how can I let that turn me aside? Our friends are being murdered for daring to speak truth, their families cast out to die in the desert. Pain of the heart is as nothing to their suffering.”


    Kiran twitched, unwillingly reminded of his decision in Ninavel to betray Dev’s trust and reveal their clandestine conversations to Ruslan, knowing it would likely mean the child Melly’s death. He’d thought it the only way to ensure Ninavel’s survival; that preventing thousands of deaths outweighed the cost to a child he’d never met. Yet when he’d seen Dev’s sick horror at the realization of his treachery and heard Melly’s shrieks as Ruslan hurt her—it hadn’t felt like the right decision at all. He wanted to shout at Zadikah, Find another way, one that will not stain your soul!


    The old woman touched Zadikah’s arm. “You speak wisely. If I had the magic to soar up the cliffs of the Khalat or an army to lay siege to the gates, I would use them and spare you this. But your sacrifice will bring victory, and that is no small reward.”


    Kiran’s fists clenched. Zadikah might believe she was doing the right thing, but the old woman was a coldblooded manipulator, he was certain of it.


    Bayyan still hadn’t moved, his shoulders a rigid line; Kiran wondered if the man saw what he did. But Bayyan said only, “If you’re certain, Zadi.”


    Zadikah stepped back from them and bowed, deep and formal. “I’m certain. I’ll send a message with anything I learn of the black-daggers’ hunt, and signal you again when Teo and I begin our journey.”


    “If Bayyan’s snake-eaters can provide all he promises me, we’ll be ready and waiting,” the old woman said. “Go in the light of Shaikar’s ever-burning flame, Zadikah. Every man, woman, and child who lives because of you will bless your name.”


    She and Bayyan hurried back up the canyon and disappeared around the bend. Zadikah headed for the slot’s mouth, walking with a smooth, sliding gait that made no noise on the stone. Kiran waited until he could barely sense the spark of her ikilhia through his barriers. The other two, he could no longer feel at all. Cautiously, he eased out of the crevice.


    He blinked away the memory of shadows moving in the boulders, that sinister, beckoning hand. If the vision had been real, the demon would have pursued him. He would not let fear keep him from this chance.


    A difficult task, to walk the rock-strewn floor of the slot as noiselessly as Zadikah. Kiran set his feet with utmost care and kept to the shadows. The dim pulse of Zadikah’s ikilhia moved steadily onward.


    The closer he got to the mouth of the slot, the harder Kiran’s heart pounded. When at last he slid around a final rib of rock and spotted the fanged garden of boulders blocking the course of the main canyon, his nerves were at a fever pitch.


    But this time, the thin thread of magic twining through the earth felt perfectly natural. He felt no demon magic, heard no whispers, sensed nothing but the distant spark signifying Zadikah.


    She was somewhere in the boulders. Her pace had slowed to a crawl; the rocks must be even more difficult to traverse than they looked. Kiran peered across the moonlit sand and saw no hint of movement. He edged away from the slot to reach the ledges leading to the upper gorge. He’d originally thought to wait longer to approach Zadikah, but perhaps this was good enough. His footprints in the sand would come from the upper gorge, not the slot.


    And if he got her attention right away, he wouldn’t have to enter those disturbingly deep shadows among the rocks.


    Kiran took a deep breath and ran for the boulders. “Help! Anyone who can hear me, if there’s anyone at all in this cursed desert—please!” After what he’d heard from Zadikah in the slot, he didn’t think she would simply ignore a cry for aid.


    He’d nearly reached the first clump of rocks when something whizzed out of the dark to strike him hard in the chest. Straps whipped around his body, pinning his arms, even as he toppled backward. Unable to break his fall, Kiran landed hard enough to knock all the breath from his lungs.


    Running footsteps, and Zadikah crouched over him. Her long knife pressed hard against his throat, and a second, smaller blade glinted in her free hand.


    “Wait,” Kiran gasped. “I mean you no harm. I only seek help. My friend drank bad water, and now he’s dying—please, tell me you have healing charms—”


    “You lie,” Zadikah said. “I saw tracks in the slot. They were yours, were they not? The Zhan-davi sent you to spy.”


    Curse her, she must have the eyes of a banehawk. Kiran hadn’t spotted any signs of his earlier passage while he picked his way after Zadikah. He fought to show nothing but confusion. Only the knife blade touched him, not her hands. He couldn’t take her ikilhia without releasing his barriers. If she slashed his throat, she’d be the one to die, but Kiran’s fate would be sealed. He would do anything to prevent that, now he had hope again.


    “I’m no spy! My friend and I are prospectors out of Ninavel—we traveled south from the Whitefires hoping to sell our gems in Prosul Akheba. I’ve never been to the city. I don’t even know who these Zhan-davi are.”


    But Zadikah was leaning forward, peering at Kiran’s neck. With sudden, horrible certainty, he knew what she saw: the chain of his amulet. He opened his mouth, desperate to distract her, but her small blade flashed quick as an adder’s strike. Kiran’s shirt laces parted wide to reveal gem-studded silver.


    Zadikah’s breath hissed out. “Only the Zhan-davi could afford so powerful a charm. Tell me how you knew where to seek us, little spy, and I’ll make your death quick. Otherwise…” The small knife trailed downward over Kiran’s chest and stomach to hover over his groin. “Your screams will echo long after the dawn.”


    
      

      [bookmark: _Toc432273022]Chapter Five

    


    


    (Kiran)


    


    Kiran lay rigid under the knife at his throat, his eyes locked on the second blade so disturbingly close to his genitals. His unbalanced ikilhia flared in wild reaction to the threat. Cursing silently, he fought the power back down before it could breach his barriers.


    If Dev were in Kiran’s place, he’d use words to stay Zadikah’s hand, not magic. Kiran cast about for a lie so brilliantly clever it would erase all suspicion.


    Nothing brilliant emerged from the exhausted, panicked recesses of his brain. Zadikah made an impatient noise. The blade over Kiran’s groin twitched downward.


    Kiran blurted, “All right, yes, I’m not a prospector! But I don’t serve anyone in Prosul Akheba. The amulet was given to me by a Ninavel mage. Word must have reached you here of the deaths and destruction in Ninavel earlier this season…” He hesitated, hoping for some acknowledgment from Zadikah, but her crouched form remained stonily silent.


    The best lies are mostly truth, Dev had once said. Kiran plunged ahead.


    “All of the trouble was one man’s doing. A man who wielded a strange power impossible for Lord Sechaveh’s mages to counter, who wanted to destroy every mage in the city and leave Ninavel waterless. He was killed before he could succeed, but before he died, a far more cunning and deadly enemy learned the secret of his magic.”


    “What has this to do with you?” Zadikah demanded.


    “I’m only a scholar—that’s why I was given the concealment charm, since I have no skill at fighting and no other means of protection—but my sick friend is a shadow man in Lord Sechaveh’s employ.” That wasn’t entirely a lie; Dev had at one point agreed to work for the ruler of Ninavel, and though Dev now considered that agreement void, Kiran suspected Sechaveh wouldn’t feel the same. “We’ve traveled south seeking knowledge that would let us stop a far worse disaster. But I spoke truth about my friend’s illness—he’s dying, and I must find help for him. Countless lives depend on our success—”


    Sudden pain at his throat made Kiran gasp. The edge of Zadikah’s knife had parted his skin. Blood trickled hot down his neck.


    “A pretty story, but your actions betray you. If you sought help, you wouldn’t have been sneaking in silence in the slot.”


    The power seething within Kiran battered all the harder against his control. Let go, temptation whispered. Strike down this stubborn nathahlen. Tear the location of her lover from her mind and cast a binding that will force her and Teo to help Dev. Do it now, before either death or Ruslan takes you. Kiran sucked down a desperate breath and held his barriers firm.


    “I was afraid! I told you my friend drank bad water. We traded with a clansman in good faith, but afterward his clan attacked us. We were lucky enough to escape, but then my friend fell ill, and we realized the water the clansman gave us was poisoned.”


    A risk, to reveal that he and Dev were the objects of the black-daggers’ hunt. But even if Zadikah decided to trade him to the godspeaker, Kiran could still threaten the clanfolk into healing Dev. Anything, so long as Zadikah did not force his hand by using her blades!


    Zadikah snorted. “You seem just fine. If Shaikar’s servants gave you poisoned water, how is it that you aren’t sick as well?”


    Kiran couldn’t stop a bleak laugh. “I’m not fine. The charm I wear has protected me from the poison’s effects, but only for a time, and…there is a cost. My friend isn’t the only one in need of a healer.” That was the closest he dared come to explaining his true situation. He was lucky his torn shirt still covered Ruslan’s akhelsya sigil incised on his chest. Zadikah might not recognize the sigil for a blood mage’s mark the way a resident of Ninavel would, but he couldn’t afford to count on her ignorance.


    “You say you traded in good faith. Yet the black-daggers wouldn’t poison your water and attack without cause.” Zadikah spoke with such certainty that Kiran wondered how close her ties of kinship with the black-daggers had been. If she’d once lived with the clan, did she know the remedy to their poison?


    “I’ve no idea of their reasons.” Kiran willed her to hear the truth of his words. “Maybe our enemy contacted them and made them false promises. All I know is the black-daggers hunt us still. When I first heard you in the slot, I thought you might be one of them, until I heard your conversation. But then I was afraid to reveal myself, thinking you would assume me an enemy. I decided to follow you and try to gain your help more safely.”


    “You admit you heard us.”


    Kiran went cold clear through, realizing his mistake. Whatever Zadikah thought of his story, she had decided it would be safest to kill him. He could feel it in the increasing pressure on his throat.


    “Don’t,” he begged her. “Please. You want to get into the Khalat. Before my friend entered Lord Sechaveh’s employ, he spent years working as an outrider in the Whitefires. He can scale any cliff, no matter how sheer. As a shadow man, he knows how to circumvent the strongest of wards and sneak into anywhere—save his life, and I promise you, he’ll get you into the Khalat without the need to involve your lover.”


    Dev would be furious at him for offering this. Kiran didn’t care, not if it meant Dev’s survival.


    “Easy to make miraculous promises, little spy. I’m not so foolish as to believe them.”


    Yet she hadn’t cut his throat. “At least leave yourself the choice. Heal my friend, and he’ll prove his skill at climbing to you. If you want surety against betrayal, take our blood and key whatever charms with it you choose—” She knew his amulet was powerful, but she might not guess the full extent of its protection. “Help us and we’ll gladly help you. Otherwise, any victory you win in Prosul Akheba will be forever tainted for you by the anguish your lover will endure. If you care at all for this man, don’t shatter his trust and leave him mired in bitterness, wondering if your love was always a lie. You don’t know the pain of it!”


    Kiran stopped, abruptly aware he was shouting, his muscles bunched against the straps binding his arms. Zadikah’s head cocked. Her knife dug deeper into Kiran’s bloodied skin. He braced for the shock of the blade severing his jugular, for all his choices to vanish in the conflagration of power that would follow.


    Zadikah spat a curse. “The gods know I may be a fool to listen to you, but for Teo’s sake, I’ll give you the chance to prove you speak truth.”


    The knife left Kiran’s throat. He slumped in his bonds, his relief so great he could barely summon speech. “Thank you.”


    Zadikah muttered something skeptical in Varkevian and sheathed her small blade, though her long blade remained poised a hands-breadth from Kiran’s chest. She ran her free hand over Kiran in a rough search. She removed his belt knife, but when her questing fingers grazed his amulet, the metal sparked in warning. Zadikah yanked her hand back, hissing.


    “Yes, it’s warded,” Kiran said. “It’s bound to me. Only a mage can remove it.” That was perfectly true. Unless Kiran released the charm’s outer warding, no mere nathahlen could take it from him.


    Zadikah’s teeth showed white in a grimace, and Kiran tensed. Would she reconsider sparing him?


    But she only flicked a finger against his bloody throat and said, “Whatever magic that charm holds, I see it doesn’t stop a blade. Get on your knees.”


    Kiran rolled awkwardly and got his knees under him. He craned his head over his shoulder, seeking the glint of Zadikah’s knife in the moonlight. What did she intend? To his renewed relief, Zadikah only untangled the straps from his chest and arms and cinched a remaining strap tight over his wrists, binding them behind his back. Further rough jostling suggested she was searching the pack he still wore. Kiran wanted to beg her to hurry. He might have escaped immediate disaster, but he was terrified he would return to the rockfall to find Dev vanished, taken by clanfolk—or dead, a flame-eyed demon crouched over his mutilated body, laughing. Kiran shuddered but held his tongue, fearing to anger Zadikah.


    Zadikah circled to stand before him. Her long knife was still gripped in one hand.


    “Lead me to this sick friend of yours, and I’ll judge the truth of your claims. But if you lead me into ambush, or I find you’ve lied to me in any way…” Her blade flashed up to slice a swatch of his bloodsoaked collar free. Zadikah crumpled the blood sample in a fist.


    “That amulet you wear will not protect you. I’ll hamstring you, geld you, and throw you to the black-daggers. They aren’t so kind as I am. You’ll wish I’d killed you here.”


    A threat Kiran took quite seriously, even if not for the reasons she might think. “You’ll have no reason to harm me. I’ve told you nothing but truth.”


    The lies lay in all he’d left out. Kiran hurried toward the gorge as quickly as he could manage with his balance impaired by his bound hands. His haste wasn’t only for Dev’s sake. The increasingly erratic pulse of his ikilhia was a silent warning that his own time was fast running out.


    


    * * *


    “How much…farther until…Teo?” Kiran gasped to Zadikah. Dev was a crushingly heavy weight lashed to Kiran’s back, his head lolling against Kiran’s.


    Zadikah ignored the question. She dodged a clump of poisonweed and strode up a steep swell of sandstone. Her figure was a crisp black outline against a sky rosy with approaching dawn.


    Kiran groaned and struggled after her with his back bent nearly double. At least his hands were no longer bound, much good that it did him. When he’d led Zadikah to the rockfall, his relief at finding Dev lying alive and unharmed in the hollow hadn’t lasted long. Though Kiran removed the sleepfast charm, he couldn’t rouse Dev back to consciousness. Zadikah had stared at Dev’s limp body, fingering one of the carcabon stones she’d taken in her search of Dev’s pack. At last she’d said, I know the seep where the black-daggers got that water. If your friend’s to live, he needs to get straight to Teo. You care so much for him, then you carry him.


    Kiran had assumed Zadikah was still wary of attack and wanted to ensure Kiran couldn’t easily turn on her, hampered by Dev’s weight. But as he toiled over stone and sand under a sky thick with stars, he realized she had a deeper purpose. Stalking at his side, Zadikah peppered him with question after question. She wanted to know his and Dev’s reasons for coming south, their intent in Prosul Akheba, their history in Ninavel.


    His legs cramping under a burden that seemed to grow heavier with every step, his exhaustion growing until he could barely keep his eyes open, Kiran found it progressively harder to keep his patchwork of half-truths and lies straight. He could only hope he’d avoided any dangerous slips of the tongue. Already he had a sinking suspicion he’d revealed far too much.


    Aside from aiding her interrogation, Zadikah must also want him near dead with exhaustion so he’d be no threat to her precious Teo. A plan that would work handily. Much more of this and Kiran wouldn’t even be able to speak, let alone lift a finger against the man.


    Zadikah had said they’d only have a few miles to travel. They had to have covered most of that distance already. Kiran took one lurching step after another up the steep slope, horribly aware of the ebbing spark of Dev’s ikilhia pressed against his back.


    Zadikah halted at the rounded crest of the ridge. Domes of sandstone bulged skyward all around, their flame-red rock muted by the predawn light into softer shades of pink and orange. A smoothly eroded series of ledges plunged into a sandy basin backed by ochre-streaked cliffs. Two goats wandered amid a scattering of spinebrush, and tucked under a jutting ledge on the basin’s far side was a long, low house made of stacked and mortared shards of stone. Door and windows were dark, arched holes without any shutters or wards.


    “Is Teo in that house?” Oh, how Kiran hoped that was true.


    Zadikah fixed him with a cold stare. The sun creeping over the eastern horizon sparked fire from amber beads bound in her knots of hair, and revealed she was younger than Kiran had first assumed. Her dark skin was smooth and unscarred, her strong-featured face that of a woman not yet out of her twenties. Yet everything he’d seen of her warned that like Dev, she was far more cunning and experienced than her age might imply.


    Zadikah said, “I’ll tell Teo you are prospectors from Ninavel who suffered a misunderstanding with the black-daggers. I stumbled across you on my way home from visiting friends in Prosul Akheba. You will say nothing—nothing, you understand?—of what you heard tonight in the slot, or our bargain.”


    Kiran nodded wearily. “I will keep your secrets.” Although he certainly didn’t trust her to keep what she knew of his. His mind felt like sludge; he could only hope Dev would know some clever way to handle the problem.


    If Dev lived. Kiran tottered down sloping ledges after Zadikah, willing that pinprick of life against his back not to flicker into nothingness.


    Once amid the spinebrush, Zadikah’s pace increased to a jog. “Teo!” she yelled. “Wake up! I’ve a man here who—” She stopped dead as a decidedly pregnant woman appeared in the dark arch of the house’s doorway. The newcomer had the corded, wiry look of a clanswoman. Her coppery limbs and face were lean despite the belly straining against her patched tunic, and her hair was a cropped mass of black curls. A knife was strapped to one forearm, and an elaborately inked tattoo circled her other wrist.


    “Raishal?” Zadikah’s surprise shifted into frank dismay. “What are you doing here?”


    Kiran backed a nervous step, gripping Dev’s dangling arms. Was Raishal from the godspeaker’s clan? But she wasn’t reaching for her knife or even showing tension to match Zadikah’s. She put her hands on her hips, her black brows arched in quizzical surprise.


    “I do live here,” she said to Zadikah. “Did you hit your head and forget? Or is this some strange new city custom, to show the friends of your heart how deeply you missed them by the rudeness of your greeting?”


    Zadikah looked abashed. “Sorry, Rai. I thought you and Veddis had gone to birth the baby with his clan.”


    Now Kiran understood her dismay. Zadikah hadn’t known when she accepted his bargain that she’d be risking Raishal and her unborn child along with Teo. Her concern for her friend made Kiran like her better, even knowing it made her more of a threat.


    Zadikah took a step toward Raishal, her brow creasing in worry. “Are you all right? The baby’s not—”


    “The baby’s fine.” Raishal cradled her stomach. “Two days after Veddis and I left, I started bleeding. So we turned back; if anyone can keep this child in my belly until the proper time, it’s Teo. But never mind me…”


    Her gaze raked over Kiran and his burden. “Suliyya’s grace, boy, you look on your last legs, and your friend far worse. Get in here and let’s get him off you. Zadi, you’ll have to shake Teo out of bed. Last night he was poring over a book like it held all the secrets of the gods, though I know it’s nothing more than an eastern love-tale. The man never has the sense to stop reading and go to sleep.”


    Kiran staggered for the house. Whatever Raishal’s relationship to Teo—sister, cousin, friend?—at least she didn’t seem likely to prevent Dev from receiving help.


    As he negotiated the narrow doorway, Zadikah asked Raishal, “Where’s Veddis?”


    “He went to tell his kin that if they want to feast our child properly, they’ll have to do it here, no matter the omens.” Raishal’s voice lowered, grew sharper. “Zadi, these two half-dead sivayyah had better not be a sign you’re hip deep in trouble again. You said you were done with that city nonsense.”


    Kiran paused, wanting to hear what Zadikah would say in answer.


    “They’re nothing but a pair of idiot prospectors from Ninavel who thought they could stroll across the desert without the right supplies,” Zadikah said. “Or so they claim.”


    Kiran didn’t miss her emphasis on the final word. Zadikah might be keeping to the lie she’d instructed Kiran to tell, but she wanted Raishal to know she didn’t trust him. He couldn’t fault her for that, but the friendship between the two women was a raw reminder of all he stood to lose if Dev died. Kiran stumbled forward, remembering with painful clarity Dev’s steadfast encouragement over the last weeks, his stubborn confidence, his sardonic humor.


    Within the house, a soft glow from a single firestone in a hearth lit a surprisingly broad room. Shelves lined the walls, stacked with pots, ladles, metal tins, and a multitude of glass jars containing everything from seed pods to what looked like snake scales. Strings of dried herbs and roots dangled from a painted clay ceiling. A low stone table stood in the center of the room, surrounded by woolen cushions dyed in colors that rivaled the sunrise outside.


    Raishal directed Kiran to back up to the table. She sawed through the straps binding Dev to Kiran’s back and eased Dev down onto the tabletop’s pitted sandstone.


    “Hurry, Zadi, get Teo. This man’s barely breathing.”


    Zadikah directed another basilisk glare at Kiran, the warning clear: Don’t you try anything. She hurried out through an interior archway hung with chips of colored quartz.


    Kiran wanted nothing more than to collapse onto the cushions, but he gripped the table’s edge and forced his shaking legs to hold him. Now he was no longer touching Dev, he couldn’t even sense Dev’s ikilhia, it had ebbed so far. Kiran couldn’t take his eyes from the slow, almost imperceptible movement of Dev’s chest.


    “Have you any water?” he asked Raishal. “I gave him some a while back, but Zadikah didn’t have much left in her skins.”


    “Of course.” Raishal unsealed the cover of a fat, brightly painted urn. She ladled water from the urn into a cup, dipped a cloth within, and began squeezing a trickle of moisture into Dev’s slack mouth. Kiran swallowed, abruptly aware of his own parched throat.


    Raishal caught him staring. Her mouth quirked, and she shoved the cup toward him. “Go on, drink some too, boy. What’s your name, anyway?”


    “Kiran. And this is Dev.” No point in attempting false names when Dev was so sick that he might easily reveal their real names if he roused to delirium. Kiran wanted no hint of deception to alarm Zadikah. He groped for the water cup, his gaze sliding back to Dev. Why was Zadikah taking so long to get Teo?


    “Sit down before you fall over,” Raishal said. “You’re worried for your friend, I know, but—”


    “Raishal, I’ll need saltwort, firetongue extract, and fresh-ground carro root.” A short, sinewy man with tawny skin and almond-shaped eyes shoved through the quartz strands at the archway, with Zadikah crowding right behind him. His ink-black hair stood up in a disheveled forest of spikes, his linen shirt was rumpled, and his feet were bare.


    The man checked abruptly, staring at Kiran. Kiran gaped in equal surprise at the bronze flame of the man’s ikilhia, vivid even through Kiran’s barriers.


    Teo was a mage? Zadikah had said nothing of this! Kiran felt naked, knowing his own ikilhia marked him out just as strongly as Teo’s. This close, not even his amulet could mask its intensity.


    Zadikah was already frowning, glancing between Kiran and Teo. Raishal hadn’t noticed Teo’s reaction; she’d turned away to survey the shelves.


    “Think we’ve still got some carro root in the cellar. I’ll grind some for you.” She dodged around Zadikah and Teo to leave the room, quick on her feet despite her heavy belly.


    His eyes locked on Teo, his barriers as strong as his unsettled ikilhia could make them, Kiran said, “You’re the healer? Please, my friend’s in dire need of your help.” Teo’s ikilhia wasn’t half as bright as Kiran’s own, and his protective barriers were little more than gossamer wisps around his inner flame. In ordinary circumstances, such a lesser mage would be little threat to an akheli like Kiran, but now…the amulet would help protect Kiran from any spells Teo might cast, but that was far from the only danger.


    Teo’s eyes narrowed. His gaze darted to Dev, then back to Kiran. Kiran braced for Teo to reveal him as a liar, perhaps even attempt to cast against him.


    Teo said, “Zadi, I need saltwort from the stone garden and fresh goat milk to dilute it. Get it quickly, please. The Arkennlander looks to be at death’s very gateway.”


    Did he want Zadikah gone out of fear Kiran would cast against her? Perhaps Kiran could use that fear. Teo didn’t know the depth of his handicap any more than the godspeaker had.


    Zadikah didn’t move. “You nearly jump out of your skin upon seeing this man, and now you want me to leave you alone with him? No. Tell me what spooked you.”


    Teo shrugged, a tight jerk of his narrow shoulders. “I was merely surprised because of his odd coloring. Men so pale usually have equally pale hair. Zadikah, please. The saltwort. I would not have a sick man die because we wasted time talking.”


    Could it be Zadikah didn’t know Teo was mage-born? All Kiran’s assumptions fractured. Of Teo and Zadikah, who was using whom?


    “Fine,” Zadikah said, still scowling. “I won’t be long.” A warning more than an assurance, reinforced by the parting glare she gave Kiran before she left the room.


    Teo faced Kiran, his ikilhia flaring bright, and said in a furious whisper, “What do you want of me? If the Seranthines sent you, tell the matria I will have no part of her schemes. She breaks her oath in searching me out.”


    “Nobody sent me,” Kiran protested. He was so tired, he could barely think—“I didn’t know you were a mage! All I want of you is your help as a healer. Give me that, and I’ll leave you alone.” He let his ikilhia surge high to press against his barriers, hoping Teo would take it as a warning of what might happen if he refused Kiran.


    “Your soul’s fire outshines the very sun, and you expect me to believe you can’t cast to heal this man?”


    Through gritted teeth, Kiran said, “I know nothing of healing magic. And I am not well, myself.”


    “That, I can tell. I’ve never seen a mage with his inner energies in such chaos. Yet that’s not the true reason you want to avoid spellcasting, is it? You let Zadikah use you as a pack mule when it would have been far easier to reveal yourself as a mage and order her assistance in carrying your friend, and you wear a veiling charm so powerful I couldn’t sense you until I walked in this room. I think you fear an enemy’s attention.”


    Why did the man have to be so clever? Kiran resisted the urge to pull his shirt farther over the hidden sigil on his chest. “I have good reason not to cast, it’s true. But if you force me to the choice…” He laid a hand on Dev’s fever-hot arm, felt again that struggling, dying ember of life. Desperation rose to choke him. “I would do anything to save this man. Anything.”


    Words he meant in utter earnest, for all he could hear Ruslan’s dark, amused chuckle. Anything? Oh yes, I saw your soul rightly, Kiran.


    Teo’s eyes grew hooded. “If you care for him so greatly, then you will understand: I too have friends I care for and want to protect. What guarantee do I have that your enemy won’t track you here?”


    Friends you value so highly that you lie to them? Kiran wanted to demand. But hadn’t he made similar decisions many a time in the past? Besides, Zadikah seemed to see no contradiction in love and lies. Maybe she and Teo were a better match than he’d thought.


    “You’re safe so long as I don’t cast,” Kiran said. “Without that, my enemy has no reason to seek me here. Heal my friend—give me aid, too, in restoring the balance of my ikilhia—and we’ll leave you the moment we have the strength to do it.” Even if their dealings with Zadikah would be far from over.


    “Oh, now I must help you as well as the Arkennlander?”


    Perhaps he should offer knowledge of Zadikah’s plans to Teo as an incentive. Yet Kiran hesitated to reveal the information when he had no idea of how Teo might use it.


    “If you don’t, my barriers will soon fail and my enemy will find me. Believe me, that’s not an outcome you want. He cares nothing for the lives of the untalented. Or lesser mages.”


    A bitter flicker of a smile crossed Teo’s face. “My aid may not be what you hope. You say you have reason not to cast. So do I. If I help you and your friend, it will be with herbs and charms such as any ordinary healer might use, not with spells. The same as I do for all who seek my aid.”


    Kiran stared at him, flummoxed all over again. “You’re in hiding?” If Teo had never cast any spells here, it would explain why Kiran had felt no warning traces of spellwork when approaching the house.


    “Not the way you mean it.” Teo’s shuttered expression said he had no intention of elaborating. Kiran wanted to press him harder, but the fading ember of Dev’s ikilhia beneath his hand was a reminder that he dared not waste more time.


    “If you save him, I don’t care how you do it. But either you help him, or I cast to force you.” Simple enough to rip away those frail threads of magic guarding Teo’s ikilhia and cast a will-binding. Kiran drew in a deep, shaky breath. He summoned his concentration even as dread turned his gut to ice. Don’t make me do this…


    “Stop!” Teo jumped back, his hands coming up. “There’s no need for casting. You want such help as I can provide for both you and your friend? Cast no spells while you are here, say nothing to anyone of my…abilities, and I will give it.”


    “Keep my secrets, and I’ll reveal nothing of yours.” Kiran’s legs shook so badly he could no longer stand. He sank onto a cushion, hoping Teo wouldn’t realize just how exhausted he was.


    His mouth a thin line, Teo strode to the table. He touched Dev’s chest, then yanked his hand back, the taut planes of his face slackening with surprise. “What is this binding he bears? Is it your doing?”


    “No,” Kiran said. “It’s the work of a different enemy.” He hurried through a halting explanation that left out all mention of demons, though he admitted how he’d used the binding to save Dev’s life in the gorge, and why it had been necessary.


    Listening, Teo’s expression hardened again. He felt the pulse at Dev’s throat, skinned back Dev’s eyelids and peered at the whites of his eyes. He said over his shoulder, “I’ve saved men this close to death, but not many. I’ll do what I can, but I can’t promise you success.”


    “If he dies because you would not cast—”


    “If he dies, it is your doing! You claim he is your friend, yet you leave him bound with an enemy’s magic and disrupt his body’s functioning with no care for his illness.”


    Kiran flinched. His face hot, guilt thick in his throat, he protested, “I never intended to harm him. If you know a spell that would heal him, then tell me. I’ll cast without hesitation.”


    “You mean without a care for what havoc your enemy would visit upon us in response,” Teo said acidly.


    Kiran drew breath, but Teo slashed a hand in a disgusted gesture. “Spare me your threats. Perhaps if I had an inferno burning inside me, I would’ve learned spells that can so easily banish death. Those of us ‘lesser mages’ are not so fortunate. The healing charms I possess contain spells as strong as any I know how to cast.”


    “But if charms aren’t enough—”


    “Hush,” Teo snapped, turning to the archway. “Raishal returns. Good. I need that gods-cursed carro root.”


    Kiran unwillingly subsided as Raishal hurried in carrying a linen-wrapped bowl. He watched with burning, gritty eyes as Teo rifled through a copper chest of charms and rattled out orders that had Raishal measuring powders and liquids to add to her bowl. Kiran barely noticed when Zadikah returned with saltwort in hand. All his attention was on Dev’s sunken-cheeked, ashen face, as Teo settled a charm on Dev’s brow and spooned drips of the hastily mixed potion into his mouth.


    Don’t fail, he willed Teo. Otherwise… Kiran shied from the thought, unable to even imagine an otherwise. If he failed to save Dev now, after all the times Dev had saved him; if he lost the one friend whose bond had proved true…the idea was a black, looming wave waiting to drown him. He saw once again the old trader’s sly grin, the godspeaker’s fierce triumph, and the dark whirl of his exhaustion and fear transmuted into a vicious blaze of rage. If Dev died, then whatever Kiran’s fate, he would first ensure that every one of the black-daggers regretted their treachery.


    And once again, he heard the echo of Ruslan’s dark, delighted laugh.


    
      

      [bookmark: _Toc432273023]Chapter Six

    


    


    (Dev)


    


    I was lying on something soft. Too soft. Not even blankets could make rocky ground feel so yielding. But it didn’t make sense for me to be in a bed. I wasn’t in Ninavel. Was I? I struggled to open my eyes, but they felt gummed shut. I raised a hand to swipe at them, panting with effort. My arm—no, my entire body—felt a limp, leaden weight. Gods, what had happened to me?


    A choked whimper broke the silence. The sound hadn’t come from me. Who, then? Propelled by rising worry, I scrubbed at my eyes and got them open.


    A dim blur of orange resolved into a cracked clay ceiling. I turned my head and squinted blearily at a wall made of jutting stone shards. A rough-cut window framed distant domes of sandstone. Their crests glowed a bloody gold—with the sun’s first rays, not its last, given the cool stillness of the air and the pale clarity of the sky beyond.


    Memories trickled in, frustratingly jumbled. Kiran, the clanfolk, something about water…?


    The whimper came again. I rolled, groaning, and peered over the edge of the bed.


    Kiran lay on a thin pallet on the packed dirt of the floor. He was huddled on his side in a tight curl of limbs, his black hair fallen in wild disarray over his pallid, dreaming face. He jerked, one hand clawing into the clean but ill-fitting shirt covering his chest. His other hand flailed out in a warding motion. Another despairing noise escaped him.


    This, at least, was familiar. If Kiran had ever enjoyed a peaceful night’s sleep, I sure hadn’t seen it.


    “Hey. Kiran.” My voice was little more than a croak.


    He thrashed again, rolling onto his back. His eyes were open, but he wasn’t seeing me. His stare was glassy and blank, his pupils mere specks in a sea of blue iris.


    Abruptly, he spoke—an eerie, sibilant rush of incomprehensible words that set every one of my neck hairs standing on end. I’d heard that foreign tongue once before. From a similarly glassy-eyed Kiran speaking to the demon in the Cirque of the Knives.


    I glanced around wildly. No coldly beautiful demons grinned in the little room’s shadowed corners or shoved through the threadbare curtain blocking the single entryway.


    Kiran spoke again, his eyes staring, his teeth bared.


    “Kiran!” I wanted him awake, right fucking now, but I didn’t dare lean down and shake him. Khalmet only knew what’d happen if I touched him. Wait—beside my bed was a protruding stone shelf stacked with books, a few figurines of carved bone, and a battered tin cup. The cup was perched on the end nearest me. I strained to reach it, cursing my sluggish, frighteningly uncooperative body. My fingers snagged the rim.


    I grabbed the cup and flung it at Kiran. “Wake up!”


    The throw was weak, but my aim was good. The cup struck him square in the chest. Kiran sat bolt upright, releasing a startled yelp. Awareness flooded back into his eyes, which went wide the moment he spotted me.


    “Dev?” He scrambled to his feet. “You’re awake again. Do you know who I am?” The question held a painful hope that set me wondering uneasily just how long I’d been lying in this bed.


    “Kind of hard to forget the stubborn idiot I’ve dragged over half the Whitefires and far too much of the desert. The part I don’t know is—” I broke off, coughing. “Aggh. Got any water?” My throat and eyes felt full of sand.


    Delight dawned in Kiran’s eyes, growing until his whole face blazed with it. “Water? Of course, let me—” He snatched up the fallen cup, grabbed a jug off a gnarled little ironwood table in the room’s far corner, and started pouring. “You’re truly awake this time! I sensed your ikilhia growing stronger, but every time you woke you were still delirious, I was terrified you wouldn’t—” He gave an abashed laugh. “I’m sorry, I know I’m babbling. It’s just…it’s very good to know you’re recovering.”


    Offering me the cup, he beamed at me, the old, heart-stoppingly joyful smile I remembered from before Ruslan stole his memories. My throat closed. I’d thought I might never again see him smile like that.


    I gulped water until I could speak. “I remember getting sick. It was the water those clan bastards gave us, right?” An echo of agony cramped my gut at the thought. “Then…right, we found shelter, but…” I had a vague recollection of trying to hold a conversation with Kiran over a magefire while my head pounded and my stomach threatened to turn inside out. All I could summon past that was a scattering of splintered impressions: my hands unsealing a waterskin with feverish haste; a circle of wet sand beside a magefire; a wild-eyed Kiran shouting at me.


    “Oh, mother of maidens.” I slumped in the bed, my face burning. “Tell me I didn’t really pour out all our water.”


    Kiran gave a wry chuckle. “Oh, you most certainly did. But that wasn’t the worst part. You were so sick, and I—well. Doesn’t matter. What does matter is that I found us help. However, there are, um. Complications.” He leaned in and whispered a hurried account that grew more disturbing the longer I listened.


    When he stopped, I gripped his arm, uncaring of my sore muscles. It was all I could do to keep my words as soft as his instead of shouting. “Let me get this straight. You promised I’d help some crazy cultist break into the most heavily guarded spot in all of Prosul Akheba? Then you spilled your guts to a mage you know is a liar and handed him the last of the Alathians’ drug? For fuck’s sake, Kiran! You—”


    “You were dying,” Kiran said. “Would you prefer that I’d bargained with the godspeaker, or even Ruslan? Because letting you die was not an option.”


    The intensity of his conviction both warmed and worried me. This was definitely the Kiran I remembered: the friend who’d once been so determined to help me that he’d ignored his terror of Ruslan and risked a fate far worse than death for my sake.


    But he was dead serious. He’d have bargained with Ruslan if he thought he had no other choice. Risking himself as he’d done when we first returned to Ninavel was one thing. Risking Cara and Melly and everyone else who stood to suffer if Ruslan stayed his course? My life wasn’t worth such a price.


    No time to argue about it now. We had too many other urgent problems.


    “Can’t deny I’m glad to be alive,” I said. “But leaving aside this insanity about the Khalat—Teo knows you’re from Ninavel, and he knows a powerful mage hunts you. What’s to stop him casting to send a message? One whiff of our location in the wrong ears…” I wouldn’t even whisper Ruslan’s name with a mage lurking somewhere in the house. “Things could get nasty, very fast.”


    “Teo is afraid. Of our enemy, and of…of me.” Kiran bowed his head, but not before I saw uneasy shame cross his face. “He knows I’ll feel it if he casts. So far he’s done nothing to suggest he intends betrayal. He saved your life and he’s slowed the disruption of my ikilhia, even if he hasn’t yet found a way to reverse it. I had mere drops of the drug left when I came here. I tell you, without his aid, I’d either be dead or in Ruslan’s hands right now.”


    Shit. I could imagine how terrified Kiran must’ve been, how desperate, yet he hadn’t given up. He’d kept on just as I’d asked him to do, and found us help. And here I was, jumping all over him for it.


    “Sorry,” I said. “I know things could be plenty worse. It’s just a lot to take in.” Especially when my thoughts felt as mushy and sluggish as my body. I had to focus, damn it. “Teo’s trustworthiness and Zadikah’s plans aren’t the only things worrying me. You said you saw a demon in the gorge.”


    “I told you, I’m not sure that was real.”


    “No? Then tell me why I woke up to find you talking in a demon’s language.”


    “Demon’s language?” His head came up, his eyes wide and startled.


    “You sounded just like you did in the Cirque of the Knives.”


    His fingers whitened on the waterjug. “I don’t remember saying anything. But I’ve been having strange dreams ever since the night we spent at the rockfall…” He glanced at the curtained doorway. “I’ll tell you later. Teo’s coming.”


    Gods all damn it, not yet! I still had a thousand questions, not only about dreams and demons, but about Zadikah and her intended revolt.


    The curtain jerked aside, and a slender, barefoot man dressed in a loose vest and trousers strode into the room. His glossy black hair, the flat golden planes of his face, and the fold to his eyelids all suggested he was pure-born Korassian. Not all that common out here, since Korassia’s closest islands lay well off Arkennland’s far distant southeastern coast. Most in Ninavel who claimed Korassian ancestry had plenty of other blood in the mix, though I’d met a few hardy island-born souls possessed of enough wanderlust to travel all the way across Arkennland’s vast interior. But why would a Korassian mage come so far only to play the part of some scruffy desert healer rather than living in luxury in magic-rich Ninavel?


    Teo’s gaze raked over me from head to toe, then flicked to Kiran. “Is he lucid this time?” He had only a trace of a Korassian’s lilting accent. He must’ve left the islands long years ago.


    Kiran nodded. “He seems much improved.”


    “Good.” Teo made straight for my bedside. Kiran backed to give him room, but not far. If he hadn’t already told me Teo was a mage, I might’ve guessed it from the odd mixture of wariness and challenge in Kiran’s demeanor. Only time I’d ever seen him display anything similar was with the mages of Alathia’s Watch.


    Teo interlaced his fingers in a Varkevian-style formal greeting and inclined his head to me. “I’ve introduced myself before, but you may not remember it.”


    “Teo, right? Kiran tells me it’s thanks to you I’m not vulture food. Something I very much appreciate.” I might be skittish as hell of him, but I didn’t mean to show it.


    Kiran added quietly, “I too am grateful for your help.”


    Teo’s coolly polite expression took on a sardonic cast. “How nice to know you’re capable of gratitude as well as threats.”


    Dull spots of color bloomed on Kiran’s high cheekbones, but he met Teo’s gaze steadily. “Now Dev’s recovering, you needn’t endure our presence much longer. We’ll leave as soon as you can provide me a remedy that works as well as my original drug.”


    “Or fix Kiran so he doesn’t need any drugs,” I said. “Unless you don’t think you’re skilled enough for that?” I’d never met a mage who could resist a challenge.


    Teo raised his brows at me. “I’m doing my best to restore the balance of his body, but his condition is far more difficult to address than yours—and yours was no easy fight. I don’t think I could’ve won the battle, had you not clung to life with a strength I’ve seen in few men so ill.” His mouth twitched in a dry smile. “In my experience, such determination only comes with a consuming devotion to some goal far greater than your own survival. I can’t help but wonder what you desire so desperately that it gives you the power to hold back death.”


    “Some of us are just stubborn.” I shoved aside the images Teo’s words had summoned: Cara, her blue eyes alight, her arms sure and strong around me; Melly, laughing and playing without fear…


    Ruslan, howling in agony as grinning demons ripped him to shreds. For all I’d discovered in Ninavel that the taste of revenge was bitter, I wanted that viper to suffer. Though I’d take any means to his death I could get.


    “Not so stubborn that you’ll ignore your body’s need for further rest and healing, I trust,” Teo said. “When you leave, I want you to travel far from this house, not collapse mere feet from my door. Have you any pain?”


    “Mostly I just feel a bit weak.” A lot weak, actually. If I tried to leave the bed, I wasn’t at all sure my legs would hold me. A state of affairs I didn’t like one bit. “How long until I’m all the way better?”


    “Days rather than weeks, I’d hope. The more scrupulous you are in obeying my advice, the faster you’ll recover.” Teo glanced at Kiran. “Zadikah’s returned from her dawn hunt. Go ask her to make up a bowl of hare’s-meat broth. I’ll examine Dev and determine which herbs should be added to speed his recovery.”


    Oh, hell. I wasn’t at all keen on being left alone with a mage I didn’t trust. Kiran shifted, his eyes narrowing. He opened his mouth, but Teo spoke first.


    “You can’t think I will harm him. You would feel it if—” He shot a swift look at me.


    “If you cast?” Kiran said pointedly. At Teo’s glare, he added, “Yes, I told him. He needed to know whose care we are in. You don’t have to worry. He’ll honor my promise.”


    “I’ll hold my tongue,” I agreed, with my best earnest expression.


    Teo didn’t look reassured. Neither did Kiran, and I knew why. Casting wasn’t the only danger here. Mages couldn’t search a man’s mind properly while he was delirious or unconscious, but now? One touch, and Teo might learn far too much we needed kept hidden.


    Yet if we kicked up too much of a fuss over being separated, Teo would grow all the more suspicious over what we were hiding. I’d feel it if he started rummaging in my head. I well remembered the smothering pressure of Marten sliding through my mind, and the icy, implacable force I’d endured from Simon Levanian. Teo was already nervous of Kiran. Reinforce that fear, and he’d think twice about any mental digging.


    I said to Kiran, “Go on, you’ve no need to hover. But you hear me yell, or you feel him cast, then you come running and show him just how stupid he was to cross you.”


    “Count on it.” Kiran’s cold certainty was perfect. A little too much so, in fact. It reminded me uncomfortably of Ruslan.


    Teo had the look of a man struggling not to say something he’d regret. Scowling, he jerked a hand in a gesture of acceptance. Kiran ducked out through the curtain, not without a last, worried glance at me.


    Amazing how much tension drained from Teo’s posture with Kiran out of the room. I took a steadying breath. He must mean to interrogate me with words, even if not with magic.


    Two could play that game. “So,” I said, as easily as if no threats had ever been spoken. “A rare thing, to find a collegium-trained healer so far outside a city’s walls. I admit I’m curious. What brought you here?”


    “I got tired of city crowds,” Teo said. “Show me your tongue.”


    Should’ve known a mage wouldn’t be an easy slip. Obediently, I stuck out my tongue. Teo scrutinized it, then peered at my eyes and my fingernails, briskly efficient as an Alathian. At least he didn’t start jabbing me with copper needles the way Alathian healers loved to do. But when he reached for my wrist, I jerked my arm away before I could stop myself.


    Something flashed in Teo’s eyes that looked almost like pity. “I only wish to feel your pulse.”


    “So long as that’s all you do.” Reluctantly, I extended my arm. His fingers settled on my inner wrist and pressed gently. I held my breath, straining for the least sense of anything odd, but felt nothing.


    Teo released my wrist. “Dev. Do you travel with Kiran of your own free will?”


    The depth of concern in his tone startled me even more than the question. He thought me Kiran’s property, enslaved the way a blood mage’s servants usually were, and he was tacitly asking if I wanted help. Maybe he was pretending sympathy as part of some move against Kiran. But if his concern was real…maybe he was a lot more like Kiran than I’d thought. Not entirely a comforting notion. If his reasons for concealing his identity were even half as horrific as Kiran’s, I wanted to run far and fast before those reasons bit us in the ass.


    “You’ve got us all wrong,” I said. “If anything, Kiran’s the one traveling with me, not the other way around.”


    Teo’s brows drew together. “But you know what he is.”


    “Yeah, I do,” I said. “My friend.”


    “Friend,” Teo repeated flatly. “Did he tell you he almost killed you?”


    I snorted, as skeptical as I could make it. Not that I thought Teo was lying—I’d known every step of the way on this trip that a serious injury for Kiran could mean my death, and I’d suspected Kiran had left more than a few things out of his hasty recounting. But there’s nothing to loosen a man’s tongue like the burning need to prove someone wrong.


    The tale Teo spilled in response soon had my skin crawling. Not because of anything Kiran had done, but because it’d been so long since I thought about the spell Vidai had left in me. I caught myself rubbing at my chest, as if that would help me feel the demonic magic lurking within.


    Teo aimed another of his dry little smiles at me. “Not a comfortable thought, is it?”


    I yanked my hand down. “So? Kiran was only trying to help me. Tell the truth, I’m a lot more nervous about you. Why do you hide what you are?”


    Teo looked out the window, where sunlight was creeping down the domes and turning them to cinnamon and bronze. “Not all talents should be embraced. Some are like knives so sharp they cut even their wielder. The only way to avoid harm is to keep them forever sheathed.”


    Now I didn’t have to pretend skepticism. “You claim you don’t ever—”


    “Never,” Teo said. “For any reason. So you can stop cringing from me as if you fear I will rend your soul from your body. It’s your friend you have reason to fear. One instant of careless inattention on his part, and you nearly died. What happens when he loses his temper?”


    “Nothing,” I said. “Kiran would never hurt me deliberately. Look, I get it. He’s spooked you, and you’re not wrong to be afraid. He’d do anything to protect his friends. But you keep your word, and he’ll keep his. I know it’s hard for you to see, but he’s a good man.”


    “It doesn’t matter how good his intentions are,” Teo said. “Ask yourself this: how many lives has he saved, and how many has he ruined?”


    “He’s saved plenty.” Yet I suffered a flash of Kiran with his knife buried in Stevan’s chest and his head thrown back in ecstasy. Hard not to think of amiable old Harken and all the other drovers Kiran had killed by accident in casting to stop Ruslan’s avalanche from destroying our convoy. Or even the dead clanfolk, their lives deliberately stolen, their faces twisted in agonized screams. So many dead and so many more at risk, all because Kiran had chosen to run from Ruslan. If I’d never met him, how much better would my life be? Or Cara’s, or Melly’s?


    “I can see the truth in your face,” Teo said, softly chiding.


    Damn it, Stevan’s death might be on Kiran’s hands, but the rest wasn’t his fault.


    “You want to know who’s ruined countless lives? The enemy who hunts us, and Kiran and I mean to stop him from destroying more. That’s a worthwhile use of magic if I’ve ever seen one, and I’ve seen plenty. What of firestones, and healing spells, and defensive charms?”


    Teo sighed. “If magic brought only evil, it would be easy to reject. But a tool is only as good as its wielder, and even the best of us is dangerously flawed.” He looked into the rising sun, his eyes onyx ovals in a mask of gold. “The Kaithans say that it is Shaikar himself who touches unborn souls to grant them a glimmer of godfire—and they say he laughs as he does it, knowing the havoc the mage-born will wreak, whether by their own will or that of others.”


    Teo sounded like Vidai, who’d tried so hard to destroy all Ninavel’s mages. The hell of it was, I wasn’t so sure the part about Shaikar was wrong. Thinking of Kiran and his mysterious link to demonkind, my stomach grew unsettled all over again. I burned to know more about the strange dreams he’d mentioned before Teo interrupted us.


    Kiran hurried back into the room, carrying a steaming bowl that gave off a rich, meaty aroma. My stomach growled louder than a starving sandcat.


    “Gods, that smells good.” I reached for the bowl.


    “Wait.” Teo barred Kiran’s path. “I’ll need to add a few herbs first. Put the broth on the table, and I’ll get my satchel.”


    “No need.” A woman ducked through the curtain. Hawk-featured, Sulanian-dark, not far from my own age—she handed Teo a bulging leather bag. “Thought you might want this.”


    “Zadikah.” Teo’s eyes warmed and his posture softened. All at once, he looked both younger than I’d thought, and far more vulnerable. “Thank you.” He rummaged through the satchel, pulling out pouches and vials.


    So this was the infamous Zadikah. She didn’t look like someone crazy enough to try taking down a ruling house, but then, I don’t know what I’d expected. A touch of wild fervor about the eyes, maybe, rather than the self-possessed intelligence I saw. She did have a compelling voice, smoky yet melodious, with a faintly Sulanian lilt to her broad Varkevian vowels.


    She surveyed me with cool interest. “Nice to see you awake at last. From what Kiran says of you, I wager you’ll soon be panting to crawl out of that bed. Let me know when your legs feel ready, and I’ll take you on a little walk outside. Nothing like fresh air to speed an invalid’s recovery.”


    “I’d love a walk.” Eager to discuss her plans, was she? Fine with me. I wanted to know what exactly Kiran’s promises had let me in for, and the sooner the better.


    Teo stopped stirring long enough to give me a forbidding look. “No walking until the cool of the evening, and then only if I deem it wise. Until that time, you rest.”


    Frustration flared in Zadikah’s eyes, swiftly buried. “Just as well. I’ve some tasks that need doing first.” She ducked out of the room.


    Tasks related to this little coup of hers? Her eagerness to talk in private implied that whatever she and her friends planned had to happen soon. I wished Teo would hurry up and leave so I could learn more from Kiran. I settled back, doing my best to project meek acceptance. Playing the quiet, biddable invalid was my best chance of getting some time alone with Kiran. I could be patient until then.


    


    * * *


    


    “Khalmet’s bloodsoaked hand, how much longer can Teo possibly take in testing his potions on Kiran?” I demanded of Raishal. “They’ve been gone for hours.” Turned out it was damn near impossible to be patient when stuck in a bed with nothing to do but worry.


    Raishal only grinned at me. “Drink this.” She handed me a cup of some dark liquid that stank like rotting eggs. “Can’t promise it’ll make the time go faster, but it’ll help you gain the strength you need to leave this bed.”


    She’d been minding me in Teo’s absence. She acted like his apprentice, but she spoke of him with the warm familiarity of a lover. I wasn’t surprised. Yeah, Zadikah obviously had Teo hooked deep, and Raishal was married to Veddis—a quietly easygoing clansman with an astonishing variety of scars, who’d admitted to me with a blush of pride that he’d carved the strikingly intricate little bone figurines adorning the shelves—but Varkevians were big on multiple partners. They liked to build a webwork of bonds, the larger and more complex the better. I’d heard Varkevian merchant houses were all family operations. To join, you had to marry in, preferably to multiple members, and they considered ties by vow as unbreakable as those by blood.


    Me, I preferred the Arkennlander way of things, where business and family didn’t have to mix, and partnership of any type was sealed with straightforward contracts rather than Varkevian-style oaths and temple ceremonies. Maybe because I found partnership difficult enough with one person, let alone more. Bedplay was one thing, but trust wasn’t so easy. Even with Cara, who’d been my friend for years before she took me as a lover, I struggled. In the scant weeks since we first shared a bed, I’d hedged and lashed out and made such a hash of things it was a miracle she hadn’t abandoned me in disgust.


    That thought didn’t improve my mood any. I took another wary sniff of the cup and asked Raishal, “This stuff’s not going to send me to sleep, is it?” I’d had more than enough of that already. Whatever Teo had dosed my broth with in the morning had been so strong my eyes closed before I even finished the bowl. Then as soon as I woke up, Teo dragged Kiran off elsewhere before I could say so much as a word to him. It was enough to make me howl in frustration.


    “No sleeping powders, I promise,” Raishal said. “Tell you what, I’ll make you a bargain. Drink up like a good boy, and I’ll let you come sit in the kitchen. A little change of scenery might help you feel less cranky.”


    “Bargain’s made.” I downed the cup, glad for any distraction I could get. Besides, brash Raishal wasn’t quite so close-mouthed as Teo. Although she side-stepped direct questions about the other household members, she was happy to chatter away about her own past. I’d learned it was Raishal and Veddis who’d built the house together in territory known as the ghostlands, after most of Raishal’s clan died from a viciously contagious winter fever. The neighboring clans, Veddis’s among them, had refused to take in the few survivors, fearing to earn the gods’ displeasure—a decision Raishal didn’t sound likely to forgive any time soon. She and Veddis had invited Teo to live with them when he left Prosul Akheba some years back, in exchange for him teaching Raishal what he knew of healing. Sadly, that was all I’d gotten out of her about Teo so far. And all I’d managed to glean about Zadikah was the distinct impression that Raishal was angling for both her and Teo to join the marriage.


    Raishal took the cup and helped me out of bed. My legs wobbled, but they held me. Maybe my drug-enforced sleep had done me some good, much as I hated to admit it. I waved off Raishal’s steadying arm and shuffled after her to the kitchen.


    Veddis was sitting at the sandstone table, scraping away at one of his carvings with a little knife as slender as a cactus thorn. Raishal ran an affectionate hand through his dark curls, and he turned to kiss the tattoo circling her wrist. His own right wrist bore a matching spiral of thorns and flowers. I didn’t know if the paired tattoos were unique to them, or if all clanfolk marked marriage bonds that way.


    Veddis put a hand on Raishal’s rounded belly and murmured something tender. I looked away. Their ease with each other, their constant, casual touches, made the pain of Cara’s absence worse.


    “No scowling,” Raishal said to me. “Or else I’ll make you go back to bed. Go on, sit down. I’ve a few pots to clean and then I can make us all some rosemallow tea.”


    I sank onto a cushion at the table’s opposite side. Veddis nodded to me and went back to shaving bits off a trio of dancing figures. Even unfinished, their evident joy caught the eye.


    “You could make good coin from those carvings,” I said.


    “Already do.” He blew on the slender spar of bone he’d been chipping. “When Zadikah goes to the city, she sells them to merchants for me.”


    “What else does she do in the city?” Teo might not know about Zadikah’s clandestine activities, but did Veddis and Raishal?


    Raishal’s vigorous scrubbing of a kettle slowed, though she didn’t turn around. Veddis shrugged and said, “She earns coin translating for Sulanian traders and running odd jobs for scholars.”


    I didn’t get the feeling Veddis knew how odd those jobs were. Raishal, on the other hand…I wasn’t sure. “She’s Sulanian-born, is she?”


    “Nah. Born here. Her father was Sulanian, a scholar. Taught her to love the city, though her mother and the rest of her kin are desert-bred.”


    Now this was more like it. Raishal had entirely stopped her scrubbing, but she said nothing to quash Veddis’s talk.


    “You say ‘was’. Her father’s dead?” I asked.


    Veddis shook his head. “Went back to Sulania. The Zhan-davi have been getting funny about foreigners, especially foreign scholars. Kicking them out of the collegium, arresting them, or worse. Zadi’s father saw the bad times coming and decided he wanted no part of that.”


    Maybe Zadikah thought if she helped overthrow the Zhan-davi, her father could return. “Seems an odd policy,” I said. “The city depends on trade, and you can’t have that without foreign merchants.”


    “The Zhan-davi are fine with taking merchants’ money,” Veddis said. “They only get nasty with sivayyah who try to put down roots. Zadi says the matria of the Zhan-davi’s gotten all obsessed with bloodlines and birth. Has a bellyful of grand plans for making Prosul Akheba just like the big cities in the south, where only those born to the great houses can be scholars or guildfolk or bosses, and everyone else lives on scraps. Crazy, I tell you. We in the clans know that mixed blood is strongest.”


    I’d heard of southern Varkevia’s rigid hierarchies. It was one reason Ninavel got so many immigrants. Blood didn’t matter in Ninavel, only your ability to make a profit. Of course, for those unskilled or unlucky, Ninavel was more of a viper pit than a paradise, but plenty of folk learned that too late.


    I decided to push a little. “Rumor says there’s some new demon cult that’s got the Zhan-davi all spooked.”


    Veddis didn’t pause in his carving. “Cults are city nonsense. Me, I worship the twelve elder gods same as all my clan. You want to know about demons, you should ask Zadi. She—”


    “Ask me what?” Zadikah strode into the kitchen. Upon seeing me, her mouth curled in satisfaction. “Ready for that walk, are you? Sun’s low enough that the heat’s fading.”


    “Hell yes.” I levered myself up from the table. “Veddis says you know all about demon cults. I heard there’s one on the rise in Prosul Akheba. We’ve none in Ninavel, and I’m curious. Maybe you can share some tales.”


    Zadikah gave me a hard look. Raishal thumped her kettle down and pointed a stern finger at me. “Not so fast. Teo still has to check you over first. Although a walk’s a fine idea. In fact, I think I’ll come. The stone garden needs tending. Zadi, you can help me carry the water, and I can keep a healer’s eye on Dev.”


    Pushing about the supposed cult might’ve been a mistake. Unless Raishal was in on Zadikah’s plans?


    Zadikah said smoothly, “You should rest, Rai. Haven’t you been nursemaiding Dev all day? I promise I’ll keep a pace so slow it won’t strain him a bit. I’ll even tend the garden for you. Just tell me what the plants need.”


    Not in on the plans, then. In which case I hoped Raishal listened to Zadikah’s assurances.


    “Let you tend the garden?” Raishal snorted. “You kill plants just by looking at them. Quit treating me like I’m as much an invalid as Dev. The baby’s holding fine, thanks to Teo. A walk won’t do me anything but good.”


    Zadikah spread her hands in surrender. “I’ll find Teo and ask him to check Dev. I imagine Kiran would also like to join us.”


    I took a slow breath and clung to the shreds of my patience. Even if Raishal’s presence silenced Zadikah, maybe I could still use the walk to snatch a private moment with Kiran.


    When Zadikah returned with Teo and Kiran in tow, Kiran looked nearly as antsy and cranky as me. I assumed Teo’s trials hadn’t yet produced any miracle cures. Teo himself had the abstracted air of a man lost in thought while he peered at my tongue and took my pulse. Thank Khalmet, he pronounced me fit to walk—and better yet, made no move to come with us.


    Outside the house, the shadows of the cliffs stretched long across the basin. The heat remained enough that sweat slicked my temples, but I had no trouble shuffling along behind Zadikah, who carried a waterjug as round as Raishal’s belly. Kiran paced silently at my side. I dragged my feet, hoping to hang back with him, but no matter how slowly I went, Raishal solicitously matched my pace. Maybe if I impaled myself on a swordplant, she’d go running back to get Teo and give us a little Suliyya-blessed privacy.


    Kiran, who knew me too well to miss my seething impatience, nudged my side and whispered, “Wait.”


    Fine. If he had some scheme in mind, I’d bide my time. But Kiran’s shoulders were hunched, his stride stiff, and once I’d seen him stumble and put a hand to his temple as if dizzy. The sight tied my gut in knots. What if Teo couldn’t help him?


    I weaved between spinebrush on unsteady legs, following Zadikah and Raishal on a meandering course along the base of the cliff. We passed a wire pen holding a flock of beady-eyed, dun-feathered sage hens huddled around a rock hutch. Not far beyond, the cliff’s sandstone was deeply undercut, forming an arched hollow perhaps twenty feet high and hundreds of yards long. Tucked beneath the overhang lay a neatly ordered little garden of herbs and fruiting cactus. Straight up the cliff above the overhang’s arched lip, I spied a second, smaller natural hollow in the rock that was almost deep enough to be considered a cave. A line of barrels was stacked inside.


    Raishal saw me squinting upward. “Always good to have a stash of grain and dried goods in case of lean times. Storing food up high keeps it clear of animals.”


    “Why not use vermin wards and save yourself the trouble? Hauling those barrels up must’ve been a hell of a job.” I scrutinized her, seeking any hint of discomfort or hesitation in her response. Did she really have no idea Teo was a mage?


    “This way’s cheaper. We desert folk aren’t afraid of a little work.” Raishal stretched, fisting her hands into the small of her back. “Noshet’s tears, I’ll be glad when this baby comes…oof.” She pressed her belly. “Long weeks yet to go, and the little one already kicks like a mule.”


    “Strong mother, strong child.” Zadikah bumped Raishal’s shoulder with hers. Her eyes shifted to mine and the warmth died out of them. “I hear Ninavel has so many mages you’re all drowning in charms. Here, good wards aren’t so easy to come by. Unless you’ve vaults of gold to pay for them.”


    As did the Zhan-davi, presumably. Still, I wondered how strong their wards really were. Prosul Akheba’s children weren’t born Tainted as I’d been, and it didn’t take much magic to keep ordinary folk out. Ordinary folk who’d never been Tainters, anyway. Even though it’d been a good decade since I could shatter wards with a thought alone, I still knew plenty of tricks. I just wasn’t sure I should employ them on Zadikah’s behalf, no matter what Kiran had promised.


    Raishal said, “We all hear stories of Ninavel. Magic everywhere you look…what’s it like, living there?”


    “Dangerous,” I said, “but interesting, and not only because of magic. Wander the night markets, and you’ll see treasures from every corner of the world. Even if you haven’t the coin to buy anything, you can enjoy illusionists and storytellers and drum circles and dancing…” I trailed off, lost in the memory of a thousand different spice-scents tantalizing my nose, of laughing and drinking the night away with outrider friends, all of us giddy with stories of our climbing exploits. The mountains were my heart, but Ninavel was the only city I’d ever called home.


    If only mages like Ruslan didn’t call it home as well. Even if Kiran and I brought Ruslan down, I didn’t know if I could ever drink and dance in the markets with the easy joy I had before this summer. Before, I’d thought of mages and ganglords as being like rockfalls or storms. Capricious, deadly hazards that were simply part of life’s myriad risks. But then I’d met Kiran. Seen firsthand the depth of Ruslan’s cruelty and Sechaveh’s callous indifference—and heard passionate arguments that such things should be fought and not merely endured. But how could Ninavel ever change? Sechaveh had too tight a stranglehold, and I wasn’t like Vidai, who’d been willing to murder thousands to break it.


    Kiran examined a long spar of weathered wood lying beside a tangle of firethorn. The spar was studded with fat, protruding nails.


    He said to Raishal and Zadikah, “I take it you lean this against the cliff and you’ve got a ladder to reach the cave. You don’t have any trouble with theft from human opportunists?”


    He’d been so damn quiet that I was relieved to see a glimpse of his usual curiosity. A silent Kiran was never a good sign.


    Zadikah laughed, a husky, churring chuckle. “Nobody wants to anger the one collegium-trained healer outside Prosul Akheba.”


    Raishal beckoned her. “Zadi, haul that jug over here. I need to tend the plants.”


    Zadikah shifted the jug from one hip to the other. Sweat shone on her corded arm muscles; even beneath the overhang, the air remained hot as a smelter’s furnace.


    “Gladly.” She twitched a dismissive hand at me and Kiran. “Take a rest. We won’t be long.”


    I didn’t miss the way she held Kiran’s gaze, or his minute nod in response. He’d arranged this with her in advance. Good for him.


    I collapsed onto the sand. I was far more in need of a break than I wanted to admit. Ridiculous; we’d barely come a quarter mile from the house. Yet my legs ached and my head swam, the world off-kilter as if I were mildly but unpleasantly drunk. I blamed the herbs Teo and Raishal kept dumping in my food.


    “Are you all right?” Kiran squatted next to me, his blue eyes dark with concern.


    “Fine.” Soon as Raishal and Zadikah got out of earshot, I didn’t mean to waste any time whining over my health. In an agony of impatience, I watched them saunter off along the garden, Raishal directing Zadikah to pour out carefully measured bits of water onto the plants. The instant I judged it safe, I turned to Kiran.


    “Tell me every detail you know about Zadikah and her plans, no matter how small, and do it fast.”


    He obeyed in a hurried mutter. It wasn’t much more than he’d told me earlier. The most interesting bit was the details of the meeting he’d overheard in the slot canyon.


    I said, “Seems clear the old woman you saw means to shake loose the Zhan-davi’s hold on Prosul Akheba and set up her own house in their place. I wouldn’t care, except that such schemes are never clean or easy. Fire, blood, and chaos are more like it. I don’t see how we’ll find anything useful in the collegium with a war going on around us.”


    “You want to stall Zadikah until Teo finds a solution for me, then slip away?” Kiran was frowning as if that idea stuck in his craw. “I still carry the sleepfast charm if we should need it”—he patted his shirt, and I saw the circlet’s outline through the fabric. “I don’t think she’ll be easy to trick, though.”


    “Smartest move would be to sell Zadikah out to the Zhan-davi. That’d keep the city stable, and they might be grateful enough to give us access to the collegium library.”


    “No!” Kiran’s response was shocked and immediate. “You’d be dead if she hadn’t helped us. I don’t care how little we trust her, we can’t repay her like that.”


    I poked his knee. “See, this is how you know you’re not like Ruslan. Hey—no need to pull that face. I only said it would be the smartest move, not that it’s the one I plan to make.” Even if I could hear the phantom laughter of my old partner Jylla, mocking me for being soft in the head. She’d have betrayed Zadikah in a heartbeat.


    Just like she’d betrayed me. Yet mere months later, she had saved my life and died in doing it. I still couldn’t get my head around it. I’d been so angry, so bitter over her betrayal. Now the old, raw wound had been replaced by a confused welter of grief that was almost worse. I’d once believed I knew her better than anyone. Now I didn’t understand her at all, and it was a mystery I would never solve. I swallowed down a molten lump of loss.


    “What do you plan?” Kiran asked.


    “Haven’t decided yet. I want to talk to Zadikah first.” She stood with Raishal on the far side of the garden, their heads bent close together in conversation. If Zadikah was done watering the plants, they could start back any moment. “Quick, now. Before Teo interrupted us earlier, you said something about having strange dreams.”


    A shiver passed over Kiran. He looked out across the valley, his shoulders gone rigid. “I recall only bits of them, but the fragments feel so vivid, so real. Always I am a child, and though I’m terrified, it’s not of Ruslan.” He rubbed at his brow as if his head pained him. “I think the wall in my mind might have cracked somehow, though when I’m awake I can’t find any breach. Yet I feel certain I’m getting glimpses of my life before…well. Before.”


    I leaned forward, eager. “Anything useful?”


    “The fragments make little sense, and I haven’t enough yet to piece together into any coherency. I’m not even sure what’s truth and what’s the product of a frightened child’s imagination. Yet there’s one thing—I keep seeing a sigil or pattern of some kind. Not in every dream, but when I do see it, it’s always the same.”


    “Can you draw it?” The crusted sand at our feet would serve perfectly well as a slate.


    In answer, he used a finger to sketch out a jagged, spiraling tangle of lines. I peered at the pattern, doing my best to commit it to memory.


    “You haven’t any idea what it means?” I hadn’t the faintest of clues, but I hadn’t expected otherwise.


    “It could be a spell-sigil. I don’t recognize the style, but then, I know little about other methods of magic. Maybe if we show a sketch to the scholars in Prosul Akheba—”


    “Hush!” I scuffed out the drawing. Raishal and Zadikah were approaching.


    The easy affection between them had vanished. Zadikah carried the jug as if it were a barrier between her and Raishal, while Raishal stamped along as if she’d rather be kicking someone to pulp. She stopped when she reached us.


    “Zadikah will stay with you. I’m going back to help Veddis make dinner.”


    All I could think was that Zadikah had confessed some of the truth to her. If so, Zadikah was taking one hell of a chance, assuming she still wanted Teo kept in ignorance.


    Zadikah said, “Don’t worry, Rai. We won’t stay long. I’ll give them a bit of water and walk them back nice and slow.”


    Raishal’s reply came sharp. “It’s you I’m worried for.”


    Zadikah remained coolly impassive. Raishal muttered something under her breath and stomped off toward the house. All three of us watched her go in silence. Shadows now covered the entire basin, though the higher domes still burned fiery gold. The mournful, descending song of a rock wren carried through the cooling air.


    Zadikah turned to me. “Kiran’s explained our deal to you, I assume. I hope you intend to keep his promises.”


    “He explained,” I said. “But before I risk my life getting you into the Khalat, I want some assurance I’ll survive the aftermath. You want to breach the wards. What’s your plan after that?”


    Zadikah smiled thinly. “I’m not saying a word about my plans until you show me Kiran wasn’t lying about your skills.”


    Kiran protested, “You already have our blood. What further surety do you need?”


    Zadikah didn’t take her eyes from me. “Kiran said you were an outrider in the Whitefires. Claimed you could climb anything. In which case, you won’t need a ladder or rope to reach those barrels.” She stabbed a finger at the cave high above. “Climb up, and we’ll talk.”


    Kiran sprang to his feet, glaring. “You can’t expect him to climb yet. He’s only just recovered enough to walk. He needs time—”


    “I don’t have time,” Zadikah snapped. “I’ve delayed long enough waiting for him to wake up. If he’ll be too weak to aid me as you promised, then I need to know it now so I can make other arrangements.”


    Other arrangements that’d no doubt include selling us out to the black-daggers. It’d be stupid of Zadikah to try her original plan of using Teo to get into the Khalat without ensuring we couldn’t spill her secrets.


    “You don’t care if Dev falls.” Kiran’s hands flexed, and gods, the look on his face—I grabbed his wrist and squeezed. Hard.


    “No need to argue. I’ll do the climb. Something that short and easy, I could do blindfolded.” I wasn’t even exaggerating. Much. A fat crack snaked up the sandstone beside the undercut, and I spied enough nubbins and ledges above the lip to make a traverse to the barrel-cave a simple prospect.


    “Now there’s an idea,” Zadikah said, her eyes glinting.


    Kiran rounded on me. “You are not climbing blindfolded.”


    I pushed to my feet and suffered second thoughts. My muscles felt like I’d spent all day scrambling over unstable talus instead of lazing about in a bed. Yet the climb really did look easy, and we had plenty to gain by playing along with Zadikah’s little test.


    “You didn’t say I had to climb it blindfolded,” I said to Zadikah. “But if I haul my tired ass all the way up to those barrels, you’d damn well better explain your plans afterward.”


    “I’ll explain as much as you need to know. The same as the young scholar here has done with me.” She gave me a twist of a grin. “We all have secrets to keep, do we not?”


    Only question was whose secrets were more deadly. Kiran was dividing his scowl between us, his hands fisted tight at his sides. I clapped him on the shoulder and muttered, “Ease up. I’m not going to fall. Trust me, can’t you?”


    “You never think you’ll fall.” But he didn’t stop me when I headed for the cliff.


    Ordinarily I would’ve scrambled straight up something so easy without a thought. I wasn’t such a fool as to try that today. I meticulously performed the series of stretches I used before a serious climb, bending and twisting and arching, all the while stifling the groans that wanted to escape through my teeth.


    Zadikah watched in measuring silence. Kiran fidgeted, worry still printed on his pallid face. His fingers twitched as if wanting to draw sigils in the air. That worried me more than anything. If I did fall, Suliyya grant he wouldn’t do something truly idiotic like cast.


    Damn it, I wasn’t going to fall. I took a deep breath and put my hands to the crack. I’d learned long since that sandstone wasn’t half so smooth as it looked. Desert rock was surprisingly grippy under boot soles and fingers, though it did require more care with balance than granite. I twisted my hands to lock them against the crack’s walls, and pulled up.


    I hadn’t felt so weak on a climb since…since ever. By the time I got halfway to the cave, my legs were trembling and my forearms burning. Sweat stung my eyes and trickled down my neck. I had new sympathy for Kiran during his first days in the Whitefires. I shut out pain and concentrated all the more fiercely. New outriders often assume climbing’s purely about strength, but it’s far more about balance and leverage.


    Yet a climber does need some strength, and mine was giving out faster than I’d ever dreamed possible. A mere bodylength from the cave’s lip, I knew I was in serious trouble. Cramps racked my muscles, and it was all I could do to cling to the rock. Two more moves and I’d reach safety, but I had a terrible feeling that the instant I released one hand’s grip, the other wouldn’t hold, and I’d pop straight off the cliff. The fall would be onto sand, not rock, which meant I’d stand a chance of surviving if I didn’t land on a swordplant. But I wouldn’t come away unscathed.


    I could yell down to Zadikah and Kiran to put up the ladder. But if I admitted defeat so readily, what would Zadikah do?


    Fuck if I’d give up on a climb this easy. Only two more moves. I could do this. I concentrated upon my trembling left hand, willing it to hold. Now, to reach—


    Whack! I nearly let go in surprise as nail-studded wood smacked into the cliff mere inches away. The ladder! I twisted and saw Kiran scrambling up with Zadikah bracing the spar from below.


    I snarled at him, “What are you doing? I can make it, I’m almost there—”


    “Forget showing off. We need to get up to the cave now.” Kiran leaned to grab my belt. “Zadikah saw Raishal signal from the house. A stranger is coming. Zadikah thinks it could be one of the black-daggers hunting for us. You and I need to hide.”


    Fuck, this was just what we needed. I levered myself onto the spar, embarrassingly grateful for Kiran’s steadying grip, and forced my barely functional muscles to push me up and over the cave rim.


    Kiran helped me struggle over the barrels to hide in the narrow gap behind them. We had to jam in together so tight against the cave’s back wall that I could barely breathe. My limbs were awkwardly entangled with Kiran’s, but at least I had a view down through a crack between barrels to see Zadikah below. She’d taken down the spar and was scuffing out our footprints.


    Kiran said in a shaky whisper, “If it’s one of the black-daggers…Dev, they know too much. And I didn’t tell Teo or Zadikah about the men I killed.” I could feel his heart pounding where his chest was pressed against my back.


    “Whatever comes of this, we’ll deal with it.” My own whisper came out far more confident than I felt. I clung to the barrel in front of me and prayed with silent desperation for the touch of Khalmet’s good hand.
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    “Zadikah. Ashami rakkas veyul taz.” A female voice rang out below, gutturally accented in a way that jolted Kiran’s heart all the harder against his ribs. Was it the godspeaker herself who had come to search them out? He couldn’t see around Dev, who was blocking much of the crack between barrels.


    Zadikah’s response was coldly polite. “Nasham. If you’ve come seeking a healer, Teo’s at the house.”


    Kiran squirmed higher and gained a sightline over Dev’s sweat-damp hair, at the price of a rock protrusion jabbing into his back. The angle through the crack was wrong to see Zadikah, but the approaching Nasham was in sight, loping through the spinebrush. She wasn’t the godspeaker but a middle-aged clanswoman with knife-hard eyes and not a shred of fat on her angular frame. Dark tattoos spiraled down her sinewy arms, and a strip of coppery cloth held back a wild tangle of graying curls.


    Nasham halted at the edge of the spinebrush. “Still you refuse to speak your birth tongue? Pig-stubborn as your aj-raddin father. Shaikar was wise to gift me with sense rather than pride. He knew I’d need it to deal with a daughter like you.”


    Nasham was Zadikah’s mother? Unlike night-dark Zadikah, she didn’t appear to have any Sulanian blood. Yet she did share Zadikah’s square jaw and proud nose.


    “I’m my father’s daughter, not yours,” Zadikah said, still cold. “Isn’t that what you said when you announced to all the clan how he had corrupted me with his foreign gods and his city ways? I am no black-dagger.”


    Kiran’s breath hissed through his teeth. So much for any hope Zadikah’s mother hailed from some other more innocuous clan.


    “You’re the one who chose exile,” Nasham said. “I hear you go around boasting to everyone that your kin-ties are severed. As if ties of blood could ever be broken! Your exile can end any time you bury your gods-cursed pride and heed the words of Shaikar. But exile or no, you are still and always vashaidah.”


    Zadikah muttered something that had the ugly sound of an insult. Unwilling sympathy swept Kiran; he knew exactly the frustrated anger Zadikah must feel at her mother’s words.


    Nasham flicked a hand in exasperated dismissal. “I didn’t come to argue with you.”


    “Why did you come?” Zadikah demanded.


    “I am hunting.” Nasham bared her teeth in a predatory grin. “I heard you returned from Prosul Akheba the same night a certain quarry escaped us. Two young sivayyah who claim to be prospectors from Ninavel…” She described both Kiran and Dev in exacting detail. “They drank water taken from the Ghoul’s Tongue, yet they have vanished from the canyons. It occurred to me they might have bargained with a passing traveler for aid and a healer’s care.”


    Kiran was all too aware of the rapidity of Dev’s breath and the lingering fever-heat of his skin. Had Zadikah realized how much of a struggle the ascent to the cave had been for him? If she thought Dev too weak to help her get inside the Khalat, she might well betray them now.


    Zadikah said, “What have these sivayyah done that you should poison them and hunt them down?”


    Kiran’s heart thudded loud in his ears. If Zadikah discovered Kiran was no scholar but a mage who had killed five of her kin, he feared her reaction. For all her bitterness toward her mother, Kiran suspected that her anger hid a tangle of love and loss similar to what afflicted his own heart.


    Nasham said, “Gavila heard the voice of the sacred flame. Shaikar wants these men. Especially the younger one. If we bring him to the veiled temple—ah, Zadikah, you’ve no idea what reward we shall gain.”


    Veiled temple. The phrase nagged at Kiran, but any deeper knowledge hung maddeningly out of reach. Could it be the same temple Ruslan had taken him from as a child? He fought to summon any scrap of recollection.


    Zadikah spat a vicious laugh. “Nothing sacred spoke to Gavila. The veiled temple—ha! Might as well babble nonsense about the silent singers or the ghoul-eaters. If the tales of the temple are real and not myth, why has nobody ever seen such wonders with their own eyes?”


    A flash seared Kiran’s inner vision. For one disorienting instant, he was no longer wedged in a cramped cave, but standing in a great stone chamber. Hands clamped his shoulders with bruising force, holding him in place before a dais of black marble. Within a silver ring inscribed on the dais, a shimmering veil of azure flame rippled and twisted. Four adults in scarlet robes flanked the dais, one at each corner, staring with reverent intensity at the sheet of flame. A haunting song of inhuman purity echoed in the chamber, soaring and diving in time with the fire’s mesmerizing dance, but the mouths of the adults did not move.


    The vision vanished. Kiran was left blinking into the bloody light of a desert sunset with a high ringing in his ears and a startled certainty in his heart: whatever the veiled temple might be, he’d once been there.


    A body shoved against his. He recoiled, but it was only Dev twisting around to whisper, “What’s wrong?”


    Kiran realized he was trembling, his ikilhia heaving against his barriers in sullen, frothing waves. He shook his head in silent dismissal. Nasham was speaking, and he wanted to hear.


    “…still so jealous that Gavila was chosen by Shaikar, and not you?”


    “I’m not jealous,” Zadikah snapped. “I never have been. I just can’t understand why you all swallow such obvious lies.”


    “Gavila doesn’t lie.” Nasham spoke with the labored patience of an adult correcting a petulant child. “I know in the early days when she was yet growing into her gift, there were misunderstandings, misinterpretations…”


    Zadikah’s snort was eloquent with skepticism. Yet Gavila wasn’t lying. Not entirely. Someone had indeed spoken to her, whether by spell, or…or otherwise. The more Kiran heard, the more his conviction grew that the source of her supposed dream wasn’t Ruslan.


    That only heightened his fear and confusion. He knew why Ruslan wanted him. If demons had sent Gavila’s dream, he had no knowledge of their purpose.


    Unless the demons sought him on Ruslan’s behalf. Kiran’s chest constricted. Were he and Dev too late to stop Ruslan making an alliance? Images of the bloodied, mutilated corpses of Vidai’s victims cascaded behind his eyes. Their eyeless faces blurred and changed to those of Lena, Cara, Melly, Dev…


    Zadikah and Nasham’s arguing voices seemed thin and far away, lost beneath the wild pounding of his heart. Kiran struggled to focus.


    “…those days are long gone. Gavila has proved the truth of her visions a hundred times over. Like now! She told us to watch for a man who looked the very image of Shaikar’s children—and just as she said, he came. Beautiful as one of the Ghorshaba and cruel as Shaikar himself could wish, when he revealed himself. But perhaps this is not news to you. Come, Zadikah. Tell me where he is, and you too can earn Shaikar’s favor. He will gift us as he did his first-born children, and we alone among mortals shall wield his fire.”


    “What a precious pile of bat dung,” Zadikah sneered. “Go tell Gavila her lies won’t work on me. I’ve no interest in vague promises about a mist-and-magic future. If I want a better world, I’ll make one for myself.”


    “Ah yes.” Nasham paced closer. “You turn a deaf ear to Gavila’s god-given words, but you throw yourself at the feet of a southern spymistress. We heard about your plans for Prosul Akheba. It’s idiocy to scrabble about with city fools rather than earn a god’s favor and change the world, but if you’d rather grub in the sand, well. I have another offer. Lead us to the man Shaikar requires, and we will join your cause. Your mistress has gone begging for warriors and convinced only a scant handful of fools to aid her. How pleased will she be to have an entire clan of Shaikar’s fiercest fighters at her command?”


    Zadikah’s voice soared high in surprise. “You speak for the other elders in this?”


    “I do. So I ask again: have you seen the men we seek?”


    Dev had gone as rigid as iron. Kiran couldn’t breathe, dreading Zadikah’s answer. If she betrayed them, escape would not be easy. Dev might be able to climb down from the cave without the ladder, but Kiran certainly couldn’t. Even if by some miracle he did reach the sand, running would do him no good. He was wholly dependent upon Teo and his potions.


    Slow and considering, Zadikah said, “I’ve done my best to think back, but I recall no bootprints in the sand, no hint of any sivayyah in the canyons. But if your offer stands, I’ll do my own hunting and send you word the moment I find any sign of them.”


    Why did he not feel relief? Instead he felt queasy, almost feverish, his heart still pounding in runaway rhythm. When he shut his eyes, he felt as if he were falling, the cave tilting sideways…


    Oh. Oh, no. Belatedly, Kiran focused inward. He swallowed a groan of dismay. The turmoil of his ikilhia hadn’t settled. It had increased to a discordant roil that worsened by the instant.


    He’d used no magic, nothing that would cause this. It hadn’t even been an hour since he last swallowed one of Teo’s potions. Yet his head throbbed in warning, his vision blurring. He clutched blindly at Dev.


    Hands caught his wrists. A sharp, worried whisper filled his ear, but Kiran couldn’t spare the effort to comprehend Dev’s words. He was too busy fighting a frantic, losing battle against his ikilhia’s slide toward chaos. His barriers were thinning despite all his efforts to shore them up. If they crumbled…Kiran shuddered and forced out a desperate plea.


    “Get Teo. Hurry.”


    


    * * *


    


    (Dev)


    


    “Kiran!” He was shaking like an aspen leaf in a windstorm, his eyes squeezed shut, his teeth bared. Mother of maidens, of all the times for him to need Teo’s aid! Nasham was still gabbing away at Zadikah, something about joining forces to hunt. No way to yell for help without her hearing. If we revealed ourselves and Zadikah lost all chance of secrecy, she might well turn on us.


    I feared Kiran dying more than I feared the black-daggers. I sucked in a breath to shout—then paused.


    Zadikah had already lied to Nasham about us. If I could give her some advantage over Nasham, even a small one, maybe she’d keep on backing us.


    I yanked open Kiran’s shirtlaces and snatched the copper circlet of the sleepfast charm from his inner pocket. My free hand swept over the cave floor, hunting for shards of rock. Lots of pebbles, but nothing bigger and no time to search further. I grabbed what shards I could and slithered onto a barrel.


    Thirty feet below, Nasham stood facing Zadikah. Neither woman was looking up.


    “…have a care, Zadikah, if you insist on hunting alone. We elders don’t wish this known outside the clan, but the younger sivayyah’s touch is—”


    Oh, shit. I flung a shower of rocks down onto Nasham with desperate force. She reacted with a climber’s swift instinct, jumping for the overhang’s protection with her arms covering her head. Blood bloomed where shards struck her tattooed skin.


    Zadikah’s head jerked up, her features blazing with outraged incredulity.


    “Use this!” I chucked the charm straight at her. “Kiran needs Teo, now!”


    Zadikah cursed, still glaring murder at me. But when the circlet smacked into the sand at her feet, she snatched it up and leapt for Nasham.


    Both women disappeared beneath the overhang. Scuffling sounds echoed up, followed by a sharp cry of pain. Nasham bolted away from the cliff, jinking through the spinebrush toward the boulder-strewn ledges of the basin’s north slopes. Zadikah lurched after her in a run that was half a stagger. I saw no blood staining her, but she was clutching her right thigh. The sleepfast charm gleamed in her other fist.


    “Zadikah! The ladder!”


    She didn’t even look back, just pounded onward, picking up speed as she went. Shaikar take her, how was I supposed to get Kiran down?


    “Teo! Help!” I yelled, loud as I could. The meandering line of the cliff blocked the house from my sight, but sound traveled far. Surely Teo, Raishal, or Veddis would hear my shouts. So would any of Nasham’s kin who might be lurking in the basin, but any hope of stealth was already gone.


    I threw a glance back at Kiran, who’d slid down against a barrel. He clutched at his temples, his whole body shaking in great, juddering tremors.


    “I’ll get Teo. Just hold on, all right?” I didn’t wait for any answer. I slithered off the barrels and started downclimbing, yelling my head off.


    Scant feet away from the cave, my muscles already burned with strain. I gave up on shouting in favor of concentrating on my grip. I just had to get low enough I could jump the rest of the distance.


    When I reached the crack that snaked down to the sand, I stabbed fingers and feet in alternating sequence so fast the stone tore the skin from my knuckles. Twenty feet to go, ten…my forearms were on fire, my strength failing. I kicked my feet free of the crack and dropped. My landing was graceless, but the loose sand spared my ankles. I scrambled for the ladder. Kiran might not be in any state to use it, but I didn’t want to run for the house without leaving him the option.


    “Dev! What’s happened?”


    Oh, thank Khalmet. Veddis was racing toward me. Better yet, Teo was panting along right behind him with a satchel slung over his shoulder.


    “Kiran’s sick. He’s still in the cave, but he needs help fast.” I heaved on the ladder. Veddis helped me wrestle the spar over to the cave opening.


    “Where’s Zadikah?” Teo’s knuckles were white on his satchel’s strap.


    “Chasing her mother. Nasham saw me. Zadikah’s trying to stop her telling the rest of the black-daggers we’re here. But Zadikah’s got a hurt leg—not that bad, she can still run, but maybe not fast enough.” Only the crests of the bulging domes still glowed with the sun’s last light. The shadows cast by cliffs and boulders were deep. Nasham and Zadikah had vanished into the rocks as thoroughly as if spell-hidden.


    Veddis backed from the ladder, his scarred face sagging in dismay. “Nasham? Vakash azul ukaim! None have bested her in years, certainly not Zadi. Teo, she needs help—”


    “Go. I’ll handle this.” Teo swarmed up the ladder. Veddis raced off into the spinebrush, following the gouges left by Zadikah’s running feet.


    I hauled myself up the ladder to the cave, heedless of sore muscles, and found Teo wedged behind the barrels with Kiran. Teo held a glowlight charm in one hand and an open vial in the other. Kiran was pressed back in the cave’s deepest corner. His arms were braced against rock and barrels, his eyes wild in the charm’s firefly light.


    “I can’t feel my barriers—I can’t feel anything—what have you done?” He sounded on the verge of total panic.


    “Try to stay calm.” Teo reached for him, but Kiran cried out and struck at his hand. Teo desisted, grimacing. “Your barriers remain. The herb you swallowed has suppressed your inner fire so thoroughly you can’t sense them. You must trust me—this will contain your energies and save you.”


    Kiran’s panic, Teo’s talk of suppression, the rancid oil smell wafting from the open vial—gods, I knew what Teo had done. “You gave him hennanwort?”


    Teo’s glance at me was sharp with surprise. “You know it?”


    “He’s taken it before. He didn’t react well then either.” The one time I’d dosed Kiran with hennanwort, I’d had to wrestle him flat to force a sleeping draught down his throat. I definitely didn’t want to repeat that with a thirty-foot drop an arms-length away.


    I pulled myself on top of the barrels and wormed closer to Kiran. “No need to panic. I got you into Alathia this way—you saw it in my memories, remember?” The hennanwort had suppressed his magic so deeply that I’d been able to sneak him past the detection spells guarding Alathia’s border.


    Kiran caught my wrist with a grip desperate enough to leave bruises.


    “You—you’re sure.” His words were slurring.


    “You’ll be fine,” I insisted, with a confidence I didn’t feel. Hennanwort would leave him helpless for hours—clumsy, disoriented, and utterly unable to use magic, even by touch. Not a happy prospect if the black-daggers were to descend on us again.


    Teo said into my ear, “You took a mage of his strength into Alathia in defiance of their laws?” He sounded like he was trying to decide if I was utterly mad. I couldn’t blame him. Sneaking Kiran into Alathia had been an insane thing to do, no matter how compelling my reasons for it.


    “Long story. Look, the hennanwort—will he have to keep taking it? I need him able to run and think, not so fucked up he can barely crawl.” Kiran’s head had fallen back against the rock, his eyes shut, though his death grip on my wrist hadn’t slackened.


    “He can’t take any more,” Teo said. “That was my only vial. We have to get him back to the house. I need to find another way to calm his soul’s flame before the hennanwort wears off.”


    My stomach sank. “I thought you had a way to help him. He said your potions stopped him from getting sick. What in Shaikar’s hells went wrong?”


    “An excellent question.” Teo wrestled a barrel aside. Underneath was a chipped hollow in the rock that held a coil of rope. Damn it, I should’ve guessed they had something hidden up here in case the ladder fell.


    Teo began knotting one end of the rope around a barrel. He was so slow—I knocked his hands aside and tied the rope myself, fingers flying.


    Teo said, “Kiran has needed ever more frequent doses of herbs. His body’s resistance to them has been increasing so rapidly I feared a relapse. I tried a new combination of ingredients in the last dose I gave him. All I can assume is that the formula wasn’t effective.”


    Why hadn’t he bothered to warn us he’d dosed Kiran with something untried before we left the house? Angry words boiled up in my throat, but I choked them back. Stupid to lash out. It wasn’t really Teo I was mad at, but this entire mess. The hennanwort might’ve averted immediate disaster, but if Zadikah and Veddis didn’t stop Nasham, we’d still be neck deep in a viper pit. I darted a glance out at the desert. All the rocks had gone purple and indistinct in the twilight. No sign of anyone. What was happening out there?


    Teo thrust the other end of the rope at me. “Can you get this on him? We’ll never get him down safely without it.”


    I squirmed back over to Kiran, and Teo spoke again. “If I’d known the black-daggers wanted you so badly as to send Nasham, I’d have insisted Kiran stay hidden at the house. Zadi claimed you had a misunderstanding with them over a trade, but it’s more than that, isn’t it?”


    He loved Zadikah, probably Veddis too, and they were out there in the darkness risking themselves for our sake. He deserved a little truth.


    “The black-daggers’ godspeaker claims she’s had a dream from Shaikar about us. Thinks if she can grab us and take us to some ‘veiled temple,’ it’ll earn her clan Shaikar’s favor. Me, I think she’s crazy, but I’d sure like to know what and where this veiled temple is.”


    “I’ve heard of it,” Teo said slowly. “In a tale Zadikah once sang for me. But in the tale, only those guided by Shaikar’s children could find the temple. I thought it was a myth.”


    More evidence that it was demons who’d set Gavila on our trail, maybe. But if they wanted Kiran, why not just grab him? Demons could travel in the blink of an eye, and not even Ruslan could stop them.


    I said, “I gave Zadikah a sleepfast charm. If she can use it on Nasham and bring her back, maybe we can find out something useful.” The worry chewing at my gut whispered that it was far more likely Nasham would instead capture Zadikah, or even that Zadikah would change her mind and take Nasham’s offer.


    Kiran stirred as I threaded the rope around him. His eyes opened, wide and unfocused. “The veiled temple…Dev, I saw it, I saw—” He cringed back from me. “You—you’re covered in indigo like the scorpions. They’ve tainted you—no, don’t touch me, I can’t let them find me!”


    Oh, this was just what we needed. I didn’t know what drug-induced delusion he was babbling about, but I feared he’d never see reason. A threat might work: You do exactly what I say, or I give you to the scorpions.


    But looking at his glazed, terrified expression, remembering all Ruslan had done to him to instill such fear, the words wouldn’t come. Instead I said, “Kiran, shut your eyes. Shut them, hear me?”


    I thought maybe he was too far gone to listen, but he squeezed his eyes shut.


    “Whatever you saw, it’s just the drug. You know me. You trust me. Right?”


    He didn’t say anything, his breathing fast and shallow. I pressed on.


    “I’ll keep you safe, I promise. But you’ve got to let me help you.”


    He let out a shaky sigh and gave a barely perceptible nod.


    I hastily snugged the rope tight around him. No telling how long his cooperation would last.


    Behind me, Teo said softly, “He trusts you that much. I’d never have believed it of a mage like him.”


    I hadn’t been certain of it either. “Didn’t I tell you that you had him all wrong? Here, help me get him past the barrels. Then you climb down the ladder, and I’ll lower him.” I pulled Kiran to his feet. Eyes still shut, he swayed like he’d collapse without my hold. I could only pray that once down, Teo could help him without further crippling him—and that Zadikah and Veddis would triumph over Nasham. Yet the cold weight in my gut said I didn’t dare count on any outcome so promising.


    


    * * *


    


    “Ah!” Teo straightened from his hunch over the litter of books and herb jars on the kitchen’s stone table. He set down a vial of Kiran’s blood—now tinted a murky, disturbing purple—with a distinct air of satisfaction.


    I stopped pacing. “You’ve figured out something?” Kiran himself lay curled in a vacant-eyed, miserable ball before the hearthfire. The last time he’d tried to speak, it’d been so slurred I couldn’t understand him at all.


    Teo nodded. “The problem before lay in using stewed mallow roots instead of harrowleaf. When the hennanwort wears off, I should be able to keep his energies in check.”


    I sank onto a cushion beside the stone table. One worry solved, but that left plenty more. Zadikah and Veddis still hadn’t returned. Raishal was a shadowed figure leaning against the frame of the house’s entryway, staring out into the night. Her fingers traced ceaseless, nervous patterns on the hilt of the knife strapped to her arm.


    “How long until Kiran can walk?” I’d gotten our packs ready in case we had to run. But Teo and I had needed to half-drag, half-carry Kiran from the cave. He hadn’t been able to manage a single step without falling over. Until the drug wore off, I doubted we could outrace a crippled snail, let alone an army of fleet-footed clanfolk.


    “Some hours, I’d think,” Teo said.


    Great. I dropped my head onto my arms and attempted to cudgel my exhausted brain into coughing up a better plan. The black-daggers knew enough of Kiran to fear him, but Nasham had heard me yell that he was sick. Raishal had said it’d take Nasham until midnight to reach the black-daggers’ territory, which might give us a little time. But I worried the godspeaker and her crew lurked somewhere far closer, waiting for Nasham’s signal.


    Teo said, “I do have one piece of better news. Kiran’s trouble tonight revealed much about the nature of his condition. I’m certain now of how I might restore his body to its natural balance.”


    Yet he didn’t sound at all happy to have found a solution. Without raising my head, I said, “Let me guess. There’s a problem.”


    “I need icelight powder and oil of soleius, neither of which I have.”


    “Who does?” He’d better be telling the truth and not hoping to get rid of us by sending us on some fruitless hunt for imaginary herbs.


    Teo said, “There are merchants in Prosul Akheba who specialize in rarities, but icelight powder in particular costs far more than I have the coin to pay. Or you, unless you have something far more valuable than carcabon stones to trade.”


    We didn’t. Kiran’s amulet was worth entire coffers of gemstones, but that was one trade impossible to make.


    “If I can get to the city, I can work something out.” I hadn’t spent all those years as a Taint thief for nothing.


    A soft, wavering whistle sounded outside. Raishal straightened, her hand falling from her knife. “Teo! That’s Zadi.” She dashed out into the night.


    Teo rushed to the door, relief bright on his face. My own wary hope died when Zadikah limped into the house, leaning on Raishal’s shoulder. One cheek was swollen and bloodied, her clothes were torn, and her expression had nothing of triumph in it, only grim exhaustion.


    Teo caught her in a hug and murmured something choked and heartfelt. She returned his grip with one arm, her other arm still tight around Raishal, who clung to her with equal force.


    I remembered the times I’d held Cara with that same overwhelming relief, so glad to see her alive and safe I felt my heart would burst. Ah, gods, I wanted so badly to know that joy again.


    So I’d better come up with a way to keep Kiran clear of the black-daggers. If only I wasn’t so tired!


    Raishal touched Zadikah’s swollen face with tender fingers. “Oh, Zadi, we’ve been so worried. Where’s Veddis?”


    “He climbed high to keep watch. Nasham escaped us.”


    I’d known it the moment Zadikah walked in the door, but the confirmation sent another stab of urgency through me. What would Gavila do, and how might I counter her?


    Teo helped Zadikah over to the cushions. “Here, let me see those wounds.”


    Zadikah looked from Kiran’s huddled form to me, her gaze hard. “You can’t stay here.”


    If she hadn’t sold us out to Nasham, it was because she clung to the hope she could use me instead of Teo in her schemes. But with not only Teo but Raishal and Veddis under threat from her kin, she was reconsidering, I knew it.


    “Help me get Kiran to the city,” I said. “When the black-daggers come seeking us, Teo can say Kiran and I forced all of you into helping us.” Gavila might even believe it, having seen with her own eyes the threat Kiran posed. “Hell, Teo can beg Gavila for help. Tell her, ‘Those bastards have Zadikah, you’ve got to help us get her safely back!’ You said it before: nobody wants to piss off a healer of Teo’s skill. They’ll leave him and Raishal and Veddis alone to chase after us. If Teo gives me enough doses to keep Kiran alive and you can get us to Prosul Akheba, then anything you want in repayment, it’s yours.”


    Now Raishal was the one giving me a diamond-hard look, probably because she knew what I meant by repayment. I couldn’t tell what Zadikah was thinking. Come on, I willed her. Don’t give up on your plan just because of a little complication. Even if I could imagine what Kiran would say if he wasn’t a drooling lump just now: A little complication?


    Raishal said flatly, “Even at a run, it takes days to reach the city, much of the route over open ground. Kiran’s in no condition to move fast. You’d never make it ahead of the black-daggers.”


    “Not if we take the regular route,” Zadikah said. “But Bayyan of the snake-eaters owes me a favor, and his territory extends within sight of the city. If we travel via his lands, his warriors will protect us.”


    Thank all the gods, she wanted so badly to keep Teo’s love that she wasn’t going to ditch us. I might not wholly trust her, but I had to admire her determination. And Bayyan…I recognized that name. He was the clansman Kiran had seen Zadikah meet in the slot. Calling on her co-conspirator for aid sounded like a fine idea to me.


    Teo paused while examining her leg. “That is no small favor you ask of Bayyan.”


    Zadikah shrugged and swiped blood from her cheek. “He’ll pay it.” She peered again at Kiran, who’d given no sign he was aware of her arrival. “How sick is he? It’s only four miles to Bayyan’s territory, but if he can’t walk…”


    I said, “I’ll carry him if I have to.” Somehow. I looked at Teo. “Tell me how to make whatever potions he needs, and we’ll leave you.”


    I’d thought he’d jump on the opportunity to rid himself of us. Instead, he raked his hands through his sleek black hair and said, “Keeping Kiran alive isn’t so simple a matter as scribbling down a list of ingredients. Dosages will need to be adjusted as his body adapts, and while I know the ingredients you need for a true cure, I don’t have any idea of the proportions without more trials.”


    “Easy solution,” I said. “You come too. Raishal and Veddis can say we forced both of you to go.”


    “No!” The vehemence of Zadikah’s protest made Teo and Raishal turn. “Raishal needs him. For her life and her child’s, Teo stays here. He can give you his best guess as to dosages. Once in the city, there are other healers who can help you.”


    She was worried for Raishal, yeah, but she was also worried Teo would find out about her scheming. After all the care I’d taken to keep my smuggling a secret from my outrider friends, I could sympathize. But sympathy wasn’t going to make me back down on this when Kiran’s life was at stake.


    “Kiran almost died tonight because Teo guessed a dosage wrong. What if it happens again when we’re days away from help? If he dies, all this is for nothing.” I put a vicious emphasis on the last word and held Zadikah’s gaze, knowing she’d hear what I was really saying: If he dies, you get nothing.


    “Oh, enough!” Raishal thumped the table with a fist. “I’ve no desire to be left to fend off angry black-daggers, especially when Veddis’s kin warned us of bad omens. I want my child safe, not dependent on Gavila’s whim. What if she decides to take hostages against you, Zadi? I say we all go. Then there’ll be no one here to tempt her, and Teo can help me and Kiran both.”


    “Gavila has more sense than to anger Teo by harming you,” Zadikah said.


    “From what I’ve heard you say of her, I wouldn’t count on her having any sense.” Raishal’s jaw hardened. “It’s your decisions that have set this course. Did you think your choices wouldn’t affect us? I’ve no desire to become a token in your enemies’ games. If Bayyan offers protection, I want it. For my child, and for us all.”


    Clear enough she was referring to more than Zadikah’s decision to bring me and Kiran here. Teo looked between the women, his brows drawn in a frown.


    Zadikah said, “But…the child, Raishal. This is no short evening stroll. What if you start bleeding again?”


    Raishal said, “Four miles is nothing. I made twice that distance with Veddis before I started cramping. This time, Teo will be right at my side, and we’ll hardly be moving fast. It’ll be a miracle of Suliyya if Kiran can manage the distance before dawn.”


    I thought she was right about Kiran, which had me itching to get moving. “Look, if this Bayyan’s willing to give us sanctuary, all we need is to reach somewhere safe on his land and set up camp. Then Teo and Veddis can stay with Raishal and Kiran while Zadikah takes me to the city. I’ll bring back the herbs Teo needs to cure Kiran. Soon as that happens, we’ll leave you for good, and you’ll have no need to hide from the black-daggers.” Not that I much liked the idea of leaving Kiran behind while I went to Prosul Akheba, but I needed to keep Zadikah happy.


    Teo cut in. “Raishal is right. Safest if we all go. Anjali was to come in the morning for a new set of poultices. I’ll leave her a note saying we’re taking Raishal to have the baby in Veddis’s birthlands. Anjali will feed the animals in our absence and spread the word. Maybe Gavila will believe we’re seeking protection from Veddis’s kin.”


    I didn’t think it at all likely Gavila would be so easily fooled, but I held my tongue, my eyes on Zadikah.


    She heaved a resigned sigh and levered herself to her feet. “I’ll signal Bayyan to meet us.”


    Teo stared at her. “You carry a signaling charm for him? What exactly have you done that ensures the warleader of the snake-eaters will jump to your summons?”


    “Do I pry into what favor you did the Seranthine matria to make her send messages every year begging you to return to the city?”


    She sure knew how to shut him up. Teo bent his head. “Forgive me, Zadi. Your past is your own, to share or not as you choose.”


    “Though you should share it.” Raishal muttered, just loud enough for us all to hear.


    Me, I wondered if the collegium’s matria knew Teo was a mage. But I said, “How about we save any more talk for when we’re safe on Bayyan’s land? I don’t know about you, but I want to get the fuck out of here before a horde of black-daggers shows up.”


    Zadikah’s glance at me could almost have been called grateful. “Now there’s good sense.” She limped to the door, saying over her shoulder, “I’ll tell Veddis our plan. Pack fast; we leave the moment we can. Veddis and I can take turns carrying Kiran.”


    “You’re not carrying anyone on that leg,” Teo called after her, but she’d already disappeared into the night. He muttered something exasperated to Raishal. She only shook her head and started ransacking the kitchen shelves for provisions.


    I offered my help, and Raishal put me to work loading food, water, and herbs into packs. I kept an eye on Kiran the whole while. His eyes had shut; I thought maybe he was sleeping, though at times he twitched or whimpered. I almost envied him. My body was screaming that it wanted about a thousand hours of rest before I marched off anywhere.


    When Raishal caught me fumbling with one pack’s laces—the cursed things wouldn’t knot right—she pulled the pack from my hands and offered me a wadded little ball of something that looked like dried mud and smelled about as appetizing.


    “Chew this. It’ll help you stay alert.”


    Obediently, I chewed—and spluttered, snatching for a waterskin. “Khalmet’s bloodsoaked hand, my mouth’s on fire!”


    “But you’re awake, aren’t you?” Raishal gave me a fleeting grin.


    Sure enough, a rush of jittery energy swept through me. Between coughs, I said, “Thanks. For this, and for not kicking us out to take our chances. I’m sorry we brought danger on you.” Zadikah had her own reasons for protecting us, and Teo was under coercion, but Raishal…I couldn’t figure why she wasn’t tossing us to the black-daggers.


    Raishal said, “I won’t say I’m not sorry, too. But I know what it is to be in dire need with no kin to call upon for help. When I first met Veddis, he helped me even when his clan elders threatened to exile him for it. I vowed to the gods I’d follow his example and never turn my back on someone in need.” She looked me straight in the eyes. “If I’d ask anything in return, it’s that you talk Zadi out of this insane plan she’s so set on.”


    Much as I agreed with the “insane” part, I wasn’t about to try and convince Zadikah she didn’t need me. I fell back on another truth. “Even if I refused to help her, it wouldn’t stop her. You want my honest opinion, it’d take a miracle of the gods for that.”


    “I know it. Zadi’s always been stubborn. I just…ah, havashanti, I want her safe.” Raishal turned away to head for the door. “I’ll tell Veddis and Teo the packs are ready. Get Kiran up if you can.”


    I spat the last tingling scraps of herbs from my mouth and knelt beside Kiran. When I shook his shoulder, he groaned and blinked up at me. His pupils were mere specks, but when he spoke, I could understand the words.


    “Dev? What…?”


    “Can you stand? We’ve got to walk to someplace safe.”


    He tried, but he was hopelessly uncoordinated. I hauled him upright, thankful he was too skinny to weigh much.


    Zadikah ducked through the archway, her arms loaded with waterskins. She shot a swift glance around the empty kitchen, then fixed me with one of her burning stares.


    “I’ve risked everything for you.”


    “You mean for Teo—but I’m grateful, believe me. I’ll get you into the Khalat and never breathe a word to anyone.”


    Kiran listed sideways and nearly pulled us both over. I cursed and got his arm over my shoulders while he mumbled slurred apologies.


    Zadikah said, “Kiran claimed the black-daggers seek you on behalf of an enemy of Lord Sechaveh. If you want Bayyan’s protection, I want to know more of this enemy who hunts you.”


    I certainly wasn’t going to start blabbing about demons, and Ruslan wasn’t a much safer topic. “What, other than him being a ruthless, manipulative asshole who’s lying to your kin?”


    “Give me his name,” Zadikah said. “If Gavila has made a deal with him, I want to know the man she’s serving. You owe me that.”


    She was right, I owed her. Yet my gut screamed against giving her Ruslan’s name, no matter how unlikely it was that Zadikah would recognize it. Easy enough to lie. She’d never know the difference.


    Kiran raised his head to blink owlishly at Zadikah. “Ruslan. His name is Ruslan.”


    So much for caution, and damn it, I was too slow to cover my reaction. Watching me, Zadikah nodded in satisfaction. She said to Kiran, “Recovered enough you can follow a conversation, have you? Let’s see you try walking.”


    I helped Kiran stagger toward the door, cursing both his drug-loosened tongue and myself for not thinking faster. As if we didn’t have enough to worry over already.


    One step at a time, I reminded myself. Hell with Ruslan and demons. Right now, I just had to get Kiran over four measly miles of desert. That, I could do. The rest…well, I’d worry about it if we reached Bayyan before the black-daggers found us.


    


    * * *


    


    I trudged over crusted sand, trying to lift my aching feet high enough to avoid half-buried balls of cactus. The sky above was the pale, pure blue of early morning, though the contorted spires looming all around us were high enough that we still walked in shadow. In better times, I’d have been itching to climb those weirdly tapered towers. Hell, even now my gaze kept drifting up to pick out potential routes. I’d never seen stone take on such fantastical forms. Some spires had the teasing suggestion of familiar shapes—I could imagine them as giant snakes or owls or even people, turned by the gods into stone. Others looked like ribbons frozen mid-flutter, their fluid sweeps of sandstone closing to vanishingly slender summits.


    The sight left me all the more pissed off at the godspeaker and Ruslan and the whole damn mess. Maddening to travel through such a climber’s paradise without the least chance of enjoying it. My muscles throbbed in sullen, continuous protest, and the pack on my back felt like a block of granite. Kiran slogged along beside me with his head down. He still stumbled on occasion, but I thought that was from exhaustion, not any lingering effect of the hennanwort.


    Ahead, Zadikah looked nearly as tired, limping along beside Bayyan—a thick-muscled clansman possessed of a ready, wolfish grin and a casual confidence that bordered on a mage’s arrogance. He and a crew of his snake-eater kin had slipped out of the rocks not long after dawn, hemming us in before I even had time to blink. They took their clan name seriously. Half of the silent, keen-eyed men and women wore necklaces strung with viper fangs, and almost all had serpent tattoos spiraling up their necks and over the shaved sides of their heads.


    Zadikah had pulled Bayyan aside for a private discussion—or argument, rather, if I was any judge of the tension in their postures—but in the end he’d returned to announce that he was honored to give us sanctuary. If the black-daggers think to come for you, we’ll gladly show them how the children of the snake greet fools who dare our lands without permission, he’d said, grinning around at his warriors, who’d laughed and brandished charms and knives in agreement before dispersing to scout.


    I had to admit, Bayyan’s crew were good. I never saw so much as a hint of them slinking about the rocks, yet every time we rounded another spire, a scout would pop out of nowhere to give Bayyan a report.


    Kiran tripped and nearly fell face-first into a swordplant. I caught his arm to steady him. “Shouldn’t be much longer before we camp.” Or so Bayyan had promised, though it already felt like we’d been walking for years. Part of that was our glacial pace. Raishal kept insisting she could go faster, but Teo forbade it. He and Veddis were at her side even now, plodding along fifty yards behind us.


    I peered at Kiran, whose face looked gray in the dim light. “Are you feeling sick at all?” Teo had dosed him with a new mixture of herbs not long ago.


    “No,” Kiran said. “I think what Teo gave me is keeping my ikilhia in check. Although it’s a little hard to tell. Trying to sense anything is still…difficult. At least I can see properly now. You’re not all distorted and glowing.”


    “You said I was covered in indigo. And babbled about scorpions.” I spoke teasingly, intending to distract us both from our neverending trudge, but he looked all the more unhappy.


    “I think I was seeing the binding Vidai left in you. Dev, we need to break it.”


    His solemn intensity had me rubbing uneasily at my chest again. Nothing more disturbing than knowing some kind of freakish demon magic lurked within me. I lowered my voice to match his. “No argument here, but I don’t see how. You can’t cast, Teo won’t, and it’s not like we have any other helpful mages around.”


    “Maybe you can find a mage in Prosul Akheba.”


    “I think I’ll be a little busy,” I said, my eyes on Zadikah. She and Bayyan had stopped at a deep alcove beneath a humped fin of rock. Behind the fin, two wickedly curved spires like the horns of some immense beast framed the rising sun.


    Zadikah called to us, “We camp here!”


    All else forgotten, I staggered to the alcove, ditched my pack, and threw myself down in the sand. For a long, blessed moment I thought of nothing but the utter relief of not moving.


    Kiran flopped face-down next to me, breathing heavily. Not long after, shuffling footsteps announced the arrival of Teo, Raishal, and Veddis. Raishal settled beside us with a groan.


    “Suliyya’s grace, that feels good,” she said. “I thought we’d never stop walking.”


    I cracked an eye open. Teo had taken off Raishal’s boots and was massaging her swollen feet. Behind her, Veddis fidgeted, his attention on Zadikah and Bayyan, who stood talking in low voices at the far end of the alcove.


    “Rai, are you sure this was the right choice? No telling how long we’ll have to stay, and it’ll only get more difficult for you to travel. What if you can’t get home for the birth? It’s no good fortune for a child to be born on strangers’ ground.”


    Kiran’s back tensed, though he didn’t raise his head from his arms. Doubtless he was busy blaming himself for everything. I scowled at Veddis, wishing he’d had the tact to express his regrets out of our hearing.


    Raishal heaved a sigh. She tugged Veddis down to the sand and leaned back against his chest. “My mother had me in the middle of fighting a clan war. I don’t care where I have the baby so long as you’re with me.” She raised a hand to trace his scarred cheek. “I want your face to be the first our child sees.”


    “I’ll make sure of it,” Teo assured them.


    Veddis’s unhappy expression eased. “I know you will.” His smile at Teo was unexpectedly sweet. “This child can be yours too.”


    Yearning blazed so stark on Teo’s face it startled me. Casting made mages permanently sterile; Kiran had never even hinted he regretted that, but obviously Teo felt differently.


    I looked aside, not willing to move but wanting to give them some semblance of privacy—and saw Zadikah standing mere feet away, her eyes locked on the trio. Her throat moved in a hard swallow. Abruptly, she spoke to me.


    “A short rest, and then you and I push on toward Prosul Akheba.”


    A short rest? Oh, gods. But I nodded, determined not to show any weakness. Beside me, Kiran sat up, his brow furrowed in worry, but he stayed silent.


    Teo was looking at Zadikah like he had about a thousand things he wanted to say and couldn’t get any of them out of his mouth. “Zadi…”


    “I’ll tell Bayyan we need more water.” She turned her back and limped off again.


    Watching her go, Teo’s shoulders slumped. He looked at Veddis, stricken and rueful, and opened his mouth.


    Raishal held up a hand and said, “We know. She’s not sure a simple desert life’s enough for her, and so neither are you. It’s all right, Teo. Our hearts are open to you both, if you should ever feel ready for more than bedplay with us.” She glanced at me and smirked. “Ah, but we’re embarrassing the poor sivayyah. I’ve heard Arkennlanders treat matters of love like merchant house secrets, to be spoken of only behind closed doors rather than celebrated before the world.”


    It was more that in Ninavel, we knew love was a risk as dangerous as any business venture. I didn’t argue the point. Instead, I matched Raishal’s teasing tone.


    “Whereas southerners never shut up about who shares their beds, until everyone else is bored to tears.” In truth, I envied Raishal’s innocence. I couldn’t even imagine what it would be like to love without fear that love would be used against you.


    “Here.” Raishal passed over a handful of cinnamon-dusted seedcakes. “Before Zadi drags you off, you need to eat something. Kiran, you too. Both of you look terrible.”


    That was certainly true of Kiran. He was a study in misery, his blue eyes dark and his body hunched, and I didn’t think it was only out of exhaustion. I’d caught the look of bitter, helpless longing he’d worn while Raishal spoke to Teo.


    I knew what it was to think you’d lost everything. To believe that you’d never again have the comfort and joy of a family’s love. Time dulled the pain, but it never really went away. Yet sometimes, words could ease the sting.


    I handed Kiran a seedcake and leaned close to whisper, “You know, when this is all over, you can stick with me and Cara as long as you want. If you want.”


    “What would I do without your optimism?” He ducked his head, but not before I saw how his eyes glistened. “It’s hard to imagine anything past this, but—thank you. I would want that. So when you go to the city…I know it’s pointless to ask you to be careful when I know the risks you must take, and why. But whatever you do, make sure you come back from it.”


    He spoke of wanting to stay with me and Cara like the idea was an impossible dream. I stared at him, realizing: he wanted me to survive, but he didn’t believe he would. He thought if we succeeded in killing Ruslan, he would die too, thanks to his mark-bond. I wanted to argue, to shake him, to force him into hope.


    Instead, I resolved that once I came back from Prosul Akheba, I’d show him he was wrong. There was a way to protect him, and I’d find it. Then he’d learn the lesson Melly’s father Sethan had once taught me: so long as life endures, no dream is impossible.


    
      

      [bookmark: _Toc432273025]Chapter Eight

    


    


    (Dev)


    


    I edged up crumbling clay tiles, ducking through a spiderweb of rope and prayer flags that stretched upward to a single statue at the roof’s summit. Though wind and sand had long since eroded away the statue’s finer details, the outline was still recognizable: a sexless human figure with eight wings sprouting from its back. The Akheban temple I stood on honored Jagandiz, god of the creatures that flew, one of Noshet’s thousand children. Not a god who would rate a full temple in Ninavel; most worship there was reserved for the elders of the southern pantheon.


    Prosul Akheba’s residents weren’t so choosy in their adoration, and they seemed to believe only gods and rulers required permanent walls. Jagandiz’s temple was a stone island in a sea of brilliantly colored tents. The tents in the city’s wealthier areas were expansive constructions as large as any highsider dwelling in Ninavel. Some were dyed in desert hues of rust-red and smoky orange and sun-yellow. Others were vivid greens, pinks and purples, and still more were an array of blues that outdid the cloudless sky above. The rainbow of colors faded with distance, the tents growing shabbier and smaller until the city ended in the snaking line of the outer ward wall. Poking up through the tents was a sprinkling of other stone buildings, each a temple honoring one or another of the myriad gods and goddesses favored by Varkevians. At the city’s center, the vermilion and ochre butte of the Khalat loomed over all.


    I squinted at the Khalat through my spyglass. The butte was huge. Vertical cliffs a thousand feet high sat atop a crumbling skirt of red shale. A multitude of stone towers crowded the butte’s flat summit. They weren’t sleek and airy like Ninavel’s shining spires but squat, bulky things, as if disdaining the gauzy city below them. My spyglass revealed the towers weren’t quite as blandly ugly as they appeared from a distance. The stone of their sides was carved into ornate scenes out of legend.
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    “Have you sighted a way up the cliffs, or must I bribe our way onto yet another temple roof?” Zadikah was crouched in the shadow of a tattered prayer flag, watching me with simmering impatience.


    “Getting up the cliffs is the easy part.” The butte’s sandstone was fractured by long vertical cracks, some of them wide enough to hide a climber’s entire body inside. To reduce the chance of being spotted on the ascent, we’d have to climb at night, but crack climbing could be done by touch and a little help from the moon. That said, the climb would be slow and strenuous as hell, especially since Zadikah hadn’t the skill to lead any pitches. She’d have to use ascender cords to haul herself up the rope behind me.


    At least I’d had three whole days to recover while we traveled here. No way to tell if I’d regained all my stamina until I started climbing, but I felt a lot better than I had when we started the journey. Zadikah was no longer limping, though she still dutifully rubbed her injured thigh twice a day with some kind of stinking oil Teo had given her.


    “It’s the wards that’ll be the real trick,” I said. “You’re sure they run the entire circumference of the butte’s summit?”


    “The Zhan-davi aren’t fools,” Zadikah said. “The clifftops are fully warded, and so is the tunnel.”


    Set right where the cliffs met the shale was a dark opening under a massive carved arch. The Khalat’s one regular entrance—according to Zadikah, a tunnel wide enough for three wagons to travel abreast climbed in a spiraling ascent through the butte’s rock to the citadel at the summit. Day and night, a clot of guards choked the archway. They challenged everyone that approached up the switchbacked road leading from the tent city, and I didn’t doubt the guards weren’t the only protection. The arch must contain wards as strong as the Zhan-davi could possibly pay for.


    The cliffs, though…the Zhan-davi might be rich, but they weren’t staggeringly wealthy like Lord Sechaveh. Hard to believe they could afford the exorbitant expense of maintaining powerful wards over so broad an area.


    I sighed and lowered the spyglass. Beyond Prosul Akheba’s sea of tents lay a sandy valley bounded by distant orange cliffs. Kiran and the rest were somewhere beyond those cliffs, hopefully safe. I hated not knowing for sure. Hated even more not having his help in this—I was betting he could’ve sensed something useful about those wards.


    As it was, I had to rely on Zadikah. Whose scowl was growing stormier by the instant. On our way to the city, she’d been a better travel companion than I’d expected—efficient, competent, even given to flashes of sharp humor that gave me a glimpse of why Teo, Raishal, and Veddis liked her so well. But since we’d crossed within Prosul Akheba’s ward wall, she’d been getting all snappish again.


    She wasn’t the only one whose nerves were winding tight. “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ve an idea, but I need a few things first. One, a good long look at those maps of the Khalat that Kiran saw you hand off to your friends. Two, I’m not taking you even a bodylength up those cliffs until I get the herbs Teo needs to heal Kiran.”


    “The maps I can arrange,” Zadikah said. “Once you convince me you know how to pass the wards, then we’ll discuss the herbs.”


    Teo had said not to worry, that he could keep Kiran stable for weeks if need be. Yet my gut insisted that delay would lead to disaster. “How long will this arranging take?”


    “Not long. Follow me.” Zadikah opened a grate in the rooftop, and we descended the narrow stair she’d bribed a skinny young priestess to let us access. Soon enough, we were striding sandy aisles between rows of tents under the glare of the midmorning sun.


    Same as in Ninavel, the denizens of Prosul Akheba had better sense than to do business during the worst heat of the day. The morning markets were closing up. Traders packed away everything from live lizards to ornate god-figurines. They thumped sand off bare rugs and rickety shelves, while chattering crowds laden with the day’s purchases moved slowly toward their homes. The mood felt as cheerfully boisterous as streetside in Ninavel, which surprised me. I’d expected to see more skittishness in a city about to endure a revolt.


    But Prosul Akheba wasn’t Ninavel, in a thousand little ways that set homesickness gnawing at my gut. The market had no charmsellers or illusionists, and while cook-carts offered plenty of curries and spiced meats and cinnamon nuts, I hadn’t seen a single honeycake or bottle of firewine. And everybody looked so damn Varkevian. I spotted occasional brown and black faces among the sea of coppery skin and dark curls, but not many. The few tents I saw with foreign house crests embroidered on their entry flaps all had a crudely warded stave planted in the sand beside them with a stamped copper disc dangling from the top.


    “What’re those?” I asked Zadikah.


    “Proof they’ve bought the Zhan-davi’s permission to raise a tent here,” she said. “Resident sivayyah must also wear personal tokens at all times, though foreign-born and city-born alike, everyone needs one. Without either a residence or a trader’s token, you can’t buy so much as a drop of water.”


    “Which do you have?” She’d bought enough water to refill all our skins from a guarded cistern at the ward wall.


    “Trader’s token. The Zhan-davi would never give a houseless mixed-blood madakkis like me a residence token. When I’m here, I share the tents of friends.”


    No mistaking the bitterness in her tone. “The Zhan-davi control all the water, then?” Just as Sechaveh did in Ninavel, though Sechaveh’s control was thanks to the city’s mages, and he didn’t give a damn who bought the water they conjured. All you needed in Ninavel was the right amount of coin. “But I thought the source here was natural?”


    Zadikah nodded. “Word is an underground stream runs deep in a network of caves beneath the Khalat. Nobody but the Zhan-davi have ever seen it; they guard it well.”


    Must be one hell of a stream if it could supply enough water for all the city’s needs. Enough, even, for ordinary families to have livestock—something nearly unheard of streetside in Ninavel. Scraping together enough coin to pay for your own water rations was hard enough, let alone water for animals. Ninavel’s stockyards were all owned by highside merchant houses wealthy enough to afford the animals’ upkeep. Yet walking past Prosul Akheba’s sunbaked tents, I heard not only a babble of voices speaking Varkevian, but goats bleating, hens clucking, mules braying, even the occasional whinny of a horse. A rank smell of animals and dung lingered under more familiar city scents of cooked meat and incense.


    The tents we passed became more modest in size, their colors more drab. Zadikah started getting hailed by everyone from plump young mothers to wizened oldsters, and none of them wanted just a simple greeting but a full-on chat. If Zadikah suffered the same burning impatience I did, she hid it better than she had on the temple roof. She nodded and smiled and answered her friends’ questions in a swift babble of Varkevian I hadn’t a hope of understanding. Whatever she said about me brought clucks of sympathy and pitying looks; I did my best to look downtrodden and not like my blood was about to boil with frustration.


    Finally Zadikah stopped in front of another temple, this one only two stories high. Threadbare prayer flags drooped on a single line strung from its roofpole, and three teenagers in shabby robes lazed on the step.


    Zadikah held a quick conversation with the trio that ended with her flicking coins into their laps. One shorn-headed girl hurried off down the street, and a boy—slouching along with far less energy—led us into a room lit by dusty shafts of sunlight slanting in through round holes cut in the stone. On the packed sand floor, a man and woman danced to the slow thump of a tabis drum while a thin child sang a high, wordless song. A scattering of people sat around the dancers. Some were chewing hadaf or drinking spirits, some talking in low tones. A few glanced at us as we passed, their eyes hard and watchful in a way that had my hand hovering near my belt knife. Zadikah only nodded coolly to them and kept following our guide.


    The youth shuffled past a chipped, cracked statue of a god I didn’t recognize, and waved us into an alcove with a narrow stairway. I climbed the stair after Zadikah and found myself in a chamber containing a stack of grimy cushions, a few books that looked like an animal had gnawed on them, and some bits of chalk and slate.


    “Is this where you keep the maps?” If this dingy temple was the staging ground for her revolution, I was more than a little skeptical about the chances of success.


    “No,” Zadikah said. “This is where we wait for those who hold the maps.”


    I squinted at the wall by the chamber’s single window. Faded flecks of colored paint showed the stone had once been decorated with some kind of mural, but somebody had scraped most of the picture off in long, vicious cuts.


    “Did somebody paint something rude?”


    “In a manner of speaking,” Zadikah said. “It was a painting of demons rebelling against Shaikar to escape their servitude. A tale the Zhan-davi consider a southern heresy.”


    She was watching me closely. I’d maybe been a little too eager on our way here in asking her to share tales of red-horned hunters and the veiled temple, though I’d backed off quick when she responded with dangerously pointed questions about my interest.


    I kept my tone bored. “Whereas your little gang of revolutionaries considers the tale an inspiration to follow.” Zadikah herself maintained she cared nothing for superstition, insisting the veiled temple was a myth and demons probably the same. All I’d gotten out of her about the red-horned hunters was that they were supposed to be Shaikar’s most vicious weapon of vengeance, beasts so terrible the very sight of them destroyed mortal minds. I was all for sending mind-destroying beasts after Ruslan, but nothing Zadikah had said included any hint of how to do that. If I got the herbs and cured Kiran, maybe he could find something more in the collegium. Like a treatise on “Methods to Send Shaikar’s Hunt Slavering after Your Enemies.” Preferably with diagrams and detailed instructions.


    Zadikah ran a finger over a faded streak of paint. “My father used to teach here.”


    I blinked, startled out of wistful daydreams. In three days of traveling together, Zadikah hadn’t once volunteered anything personal. Nor had she been willing to discuss her kin beyond calling Gavila a lot of uncomplimentary names.


    “I thought Veddis said your father was a scholar at the collegium.”


    “He was.” Zadikah paced to the chamber window, which was a simple slit cut in the stone. Dusty sunlight shone in a halo around her knotted hair. “The collegium used to send junior scholars to all the temples of the city to teach Prosul Akheba’s children, foreign-born and city-born alike. Reading, writing, and simple figuring, all of it free for any children who cared to learn, and those who showed aptitude for scholarship could apply to the collegium for further training.”


    I could guess where this was going. “The Zhan-davi decided they didn’t like that tradition.”


    Zadikah said, “They shut down the temple schools and opened their own, which teach only the children they consider pure of blood—or those who can pay a ridiculously high fee. They whipped any collegium scholars who tried to keep teaching at the temples, some to the death.”


    “This happened to your father?”


    The line of Zadikah’s shoulders tightened. “No. He stopped teaching and left the city without protest.”


    Ah. And she’d been angry at him for it. “So you’re the one protesting instead. By helping some southern house shake loose the Zhan-davi, all so the newcomers can add the city’s profit to their vaults. What makes you think they’ll be any kinder once they gain power?”


    Zadikah turned from the window. “Is that what you tell yourself, working for the lord of Ninavel? ‘Oh, it doesn’t matter if Sechaveh cares nothing for the suffering of those he rules, because anyone else would be no different. So I’ll just keep right on aiding him in his cruelties.’”


    I winced, thinking of how in killing Vidai we’d ensured that Sechaveh would remain in power, that Ruslan and all the mages like him would live.


    “Sometimes the cost of change is too high.” We did the right thing. Vidai would have condemned countless innocents to death by riot and thirst.


    “You mean you’re too afraid to try,” Zadikah said, contemptuous. “Well, I am no coward. I say it’s better to take a chance on the possibility of kindness than endure the certainty of cruelty.”


    “It’s not cowardice! Not when—” A stealthy footstep sounded behind me. I whirled.


    A dark figure leaped straight at me. I threw myself sideways, but a crushing blow slammed me to my knees. Before I could rise, a length of thin, viciously sharp wire looped tight around my throat.


    “Don’t move. One tug, and your lifeblood pours onto the floor.”


    I recognized that accented growl. “Bayyan? What the fuck—”


    “Quiet.” The wire cut a line of burning pain across my throat. I shut up.


    Zadikah faced Bayyan in a tense, ready crouch, her knife drawn. “If you won’t answer him, then answer me. What are you doing, Bayyan?”


    “He acts on my orders.” A Varkevian woman as ancient as the desert and so short that she barely came up to Zadikah’s shoulder stalked into the room. She surveyed me with shrewd eyes. “When first meeting a stranger, I prefer to be cautious. Especially when that stranger is a shadow man.”


    This must be the mastermind behind Zadikah’s venture. The pride and authority in the old woman’s bearing certainly matched Kiran’s description of the oldster he’d seen in the slot. The arsenal of charms he’d mentioned was probably concealed under her shabby robe, which was so loose and layered it could hide damn near anything.


    Zadikah sheathed her knife and bowed, deep and formal. “Ama Yashad. All I said in my message is true. Dev has promised to aid me in return for help for his sick friend. You need not worry about his loyalty to us. The snake-eaters hold his friend, and I hold the name of an enemy he’s desperate to avoid.”


    I’d known all along that Bayyan’s protection was a double-edged blade. I’d put my faith in Zadikah as much as she had put hers in me, but now I prayed I hadn’t made a deadly mistake.


    “I’m glad to see you haven’t lost all caution,” Yashad said to Zadikah. “But if there’s one thing I know of shadow men, it’s never to trust in their friendship…or their word.” She slipped from her robe a charm that looked like a fat silver spider set with a single dark ruby.


    Oh, hell. The metal spider was a truth-tell. Not a charm often used in Ninavel, as truth-tells were too expensive for ordinary streetsiders and too limited in usefulness for highsiders, who could afford to pay a mage to hold a proper interrogation. A truth-tell couldn’t force truth out of a man, only confirm it, and that for only a few quick answers before the charm’s magic burned out. But given all Kiran and I had concealed from Zadikah, the prospect of even a brief interrogation left me cold with nerves.


    Despite the wire still tight around my neck, I spoke with all the belligerent confidence I could muster. “You want assurance I won’t betray you? Happy to give it. Though you could’ve asked nicely.”


    Yashad gave a wheezing chuckle. “So you could’ve had the chance to run, shadow man? I think not.” She yanked open my shirt laces and slapped the charm onto my chest. “Kavadi.” The charm warmed. New pain needled me as the spider’s silver legs sank into my flesh. The ruby took on a rich red glow.


    Yashad said to me, “If we discover you’ve lied in any way, Bayyan severs your throat.” She looked to Zadikah. “You said you hold the name of his enemy. Find out if he told you true.”


    Zadikah’s dark face was coldly impassive, but I knew her well enough now to see the tension underlying her control. She was worried I’d fail this test.


    “Is Ruslan the name of the enemy who hunts you?” she asked.


    I’d been so dismayed over Kiran spilling the truth; now I was glad he’d saved me from an immediate garroting. But gods, was it my imagination or had Yashad stiffened upon hearing Ruslan’s name? I’d counted on Zadikah’s ignorance—hell, even most living in Ninavel didn’t know blood mages’ names, as Ruslan and his ilk hardly spent much time streetside—but a spymistress for one of the great houses might well have studied up on Sechaveh’s most dangerous ally.


    All my attention on Yashad, I said, “Yes.”


    Her wrinkled face gave nothing away. Maybe I hadn’t seen what I thought. Yet the worry souring my stomach refused to ebb.


    “Do you intend to betray us or break faith with us in any way?” Zadikah asked.


    “Not unless you fuck me over,” I said.


    Yashad put a bony hand on Zadikah’s wrist to forestall her next question. She asked me, “Are you truly in the employ of Sechaveh of Ninavel?”


    Fuck. I took a ragged breath and sent a desperate prayer to Khalmet. The charm’s warmth was already fading. Maybe as the magic died it wouldn’t be that sensitive to shades of truth. Sechaveh had taken me into his service and never released me. More, he couldn’t possibly want Alathia destroyed. Metal-poor Alathia was Ninavel’s largest trading partner, and all Sechaveh cared about was profit. Stopping Ruslan was firmly in Sechaveh’s best interest.


    I focused on all that as hard as I could. “Yes.”


    The charm’s light faded. For a horrible instant I feared I’d been caught out, but Zadikah merely pulled the charm off me and looked to Yashad. “The stone never changed to white. He’s given us truth. Besides, if we help him as I promised, Sechaveh might look more kindly on your house when you renegotiate the Zhan-davi’s trade agreements.”


    Nice of her to argue for me, but if Yashad sent a message to Sechaveh mentioning me, that was as good as telling Ruslan. Still, I had to play the part.


    “Sechaveh would be grateful,” I agreed. “So long as you hold up Zadikah’s end of the bargain and get me two drams of soleius oil and four drams of icelight powder.” Teo had said anything less wouldn’t be enough for him to be sure of curing Kiran.


    Yashad considered me, unblinking. I tried not to show the least hint of my nerves. If she did know who Ruslan was, hard to believe she’d risk crossing him by helping me.


    Yashad said, “Release him.”


    When Bayyan took the wire from my throat, Zadikah looked far more relieved than I felt. Just because Yashad hadn’t ordered my death didn’t mean she wouldn’t sell news of me to Ruslan. I rubbed blood from my neck and edged away from Bayyan, who gave me a hard, mocking grin as he coiled his reddened wire.


    “Zadi says you plan to scale the Khalat’s cliffs. I hope you climb better than you fight.”


    For the thousandth time, I wished for my old boneshatter charm. “The whole reason I can climb those cliffs is that I spent my time learning a useful trade, not brawling about with idiots who’ve no more brains than sandcats. Sechaveh doesn’t need fighters. He’s got an army of mages ready to crush anyone who looks at him cross-eyed.”


    Bayyan snorted and Yashad gave her wheezing laugh. “Got a tongue on him, doesn’t he? Well, shadow man, I’ll admit I’m curious to see if you’ve the brains to match your mouth.” She pulled a sheaf of rolled paper from her robe. “Zadikah’s message said you needed to see our maps to make a plan. Impress me.”


    With Zadikah’s help, I spread the maps out on the floor, weighting the corners with shards of slate. Whoever sketched them had an exacting hand. All the notations were in Varkevian; I asked Zadikah to translate everything that looked like a measurement.


    At last I looked up. “I know how to pass the wards. I need a few supplies to do it, but nothing outrageously expensive or hard to get.” I rattled off a list of gear and charms.


    “Ah,” Yashad said. “I can guess your method. Clever indeed, as long as you have the skill to pull it off.”


    “I’ve seen him climb,” Zadikah replied. “He has the skill.”


    I didn’t think I’d hidden my weakness during my ascent to the cave so well. No, she simply wanted this to work so badly she was determined to forge on despite any danger.


    “He’d better have the skill,” Bayyan said. “Just like your Teo had better be worth all these gyrations meant to spare him. Leaving good warriors behind as guards, not to mention what you’re risking in this climb—”


    “The risk is mine alone,” Zadikah said. “If Dev and I are discovered, I’ll swallow a boneflower seed and escape into death before I reveal any secrets. You and Yashad will be free to find another way.”


    Bayyan crossed his muscled arms. “That’s not what I meant.”


    Yashad said to Zadikah, “I’ve no wish to find your body broken on the rocks below the Khalat. Do you think it easy to find a soul so brave?”


    I barely stopped myself from rolling my eyes, especially when I saw the shine in Zadikah’s. Come on! She couldn’t think the old bat actually gave a damn for her. Yashad would only be pissed if her grand plans got delayed.


    “Nobody’s going to die on the rocks,” I said. “But my friend will die if I don’t get him enough soleius oil and icelight powder. Those herbs are my price. No herbs, no deal.”


    Yashad said, “Get Zadikah safely into the Khalat, and I’ll make good on her bargain.”


    “No,” I said flatly. “The herbs first. You have my blood and my assurance I won’t betray you. I’ve got nothing of the kind.”


    “What you seek is rare enough I can’t simply snap my fingers and get the quantities you’re asking. I’d need time, and certain of my allies grow impatient.”


    I made a disgusted noise, but she held up a hand. “The moon’s near full, which should help with your climb. Pledge to get Zadikah into the Khalat tonight, and I’ll get you all I can find of the herbs today to show my good faith. More, I’ll show you on the maps where the collegium healers keep their stores. The charms Zadikah will use to breach the Khalat’s protections can easily break simple door wards. Once she’s broken the outer wards, she’ll hand the charms off to you, and you can break into the storeroom and take all that you need.”


    I chewed the inside of my lip, considering. Zadikah had originally promised I could retreat back down the cliffs the moment I got her inside. Hanging about to steal herbs would mean a dangerous delay while the Khalat became a battleground. But I wanted this over with for a lot of reasons. Samples of the herbs ought to be enough for Teo to start his trials.


    “If you get me what samples you can by tonight, and Bayyan agrees to have one of his kin carry them straight to Teo, then I’ll accept.”


    Bayyan said, “I won’t waste a warrior on courier duty. If the samples are light enough in weight, I can send them by one of our messenger birds. The birds fly much faster than a man can travel through the canyons.”


    I certainly liked the idea of getting the samples to Teo fast. “Where’s this healers’ stash?”


    Yashad bent to study the maps, and I caught a glimpse of myriad amulets hanging about her raddled neck. Among them was a copper necklace with a crescent moon of malachite.


    I’d seen the twin to that necklace before. I’d taken it off a dead shadow man in Ninavel and later given it to his son, Janek, the boy now traveling with Cara and Melly.


    Yashad caught me staring. “Counting my amulets, hmm? Suliyya knows there’s nothing else of interest to a young man down my robe.”


    “No,” I said. “That malachite moon you wear—is it your house sigil?”


    Yashad jerked upright. “You’ve seen the necklace’s like before.”


    I nodded.


    “In Ninavel?” She wasn’t even trying to hide her eagerness. “Who was the owner?”


    “I’ll gladly tell you. After I’m safe and sound out of the Khalat with those herbs in my friend’s hands.” Not much of an incentive against betrayal, but I needed any advantage I could arrange. If she insisted I tell her now, it’d be a warning I wouldn’t ignore.


    “Hah,” Yashad said. “Wary, are you? I suppose I can’t blame you. All right, shadow man. We’ll speak again after the Khalat is taken. Perhaps I can be of help to you in your efforts for Sechaveh.”


    “Perhaps,” I agreed, silently vowing to get the fuck out of Prosul Akheba the moment I had those herbs and never come back. I was curious about Yashad’s necklace, but not so curious I meant to ignore the danger she presented. Bad enough what I’d agreed to already. I had the uneasy sense Zadikah wasn’t the only one here blinded by determination. But with Kiran’s health so tenuous, what other option did I have?


    


    * * *


    


    (Kiran)


    


    Kiran sat wrapped in a blanket, watching a fat orange moon rise over a phantasmal garden of crooked black spires. The moon’s light wasn’t enough to read the terse message on the strip of paper curled in his hand, but he’d long since memorized its contents.


    Got herbs. More coming after full moon. But forget the collegium. We have to go elsewhere.


    The message had come with a tiny vial of soleius oil and a twisted scrap of oilskin containing a pinch of icelight powder. Teo had wasted no time in mixing a trial dose, which Kiran had gladly swallowed. Teo wasn’t yet willing to say that his formulation was correct, but already Kiran felt his ikilhia was more stable than it had been in weeks.


    His quietly giddy hope of a cure was tempered by the meaning behind Dev’s crabbed, hurriedly written words. The first part was nerve-wracking enough: Dev and Zadikah meant to breach the Khalat’s wards tonight. But the second…what had happened to make Dev so insistent they abandon Prosul Akheba?


    All of their previous plans had assumed they could leverage the city’s resources to research the demons and decide upon a course of action against Ruslan. So much time had already been wasted in crossing the mountains and then dealing first with Dev’s illness, then his own. Panic swelled in Kiran every time he thought of how swiftly the days were passing. All these long weeks, Ruslan would have been studying demonkind with his typical combination of obsessive focus and cold, meticulous patience, discovering how best to bend them to his will.


    There was no telling how much time he and Dev had left before Ruslan acted. Hiding in the desert would do them little good, and it would take far too long to reach another city. They needed a better option.


    Kiran hoped to provide one. If we bring him to the veiled temple, Zadikah’s mother had said, as if the temple were somewhere within reasonable traveling distance. If it was the same temple he’d known as a child, his memories might hold the key to its location. He and Dev could go to the temple in stealth, and perhaps there find the knowledge they needed to send the red-horned hunters after Ruslan.


    Even if the thought of returning to the temple left him sick and shaking, torn between the inner voice that whispered in Ruslan’s tones, yes, you must remember, and a deeper, atavistic terror.


    Dev was risking his life even now on the walls of the Khalat for his sake. Kiran would not back down from something as insubstantial as memory.


    He opened his other hand. A faintly sweet scent emanated from a sticky ball sitting on his palm. Hadaf, Veddis called the herb. He chewed it often before sleep, saying it calmed the mind into a near trance. All Kiran’s glimpses of memory had come while he was dreaming or distracted. The wall in his mind had defeated all direct efforts, but if he chewed the hadaf, perhaps he could slip past the wall while still conscious enough to direct the experience.


    Kiran threw off his blanket and stood. After what Dev had said about him talking in his nightmares, he wanted to be certain any reactions he had while caught in the grip of memory would remain private. Veddis and Teo lay sleeping together mere feet away. Veddis snored in steady rhythm, one arm draped over Teo’s chest. Teo slept in silence, his jaw slack, his limbs sprawled wide.


    “Can’t sleep either, I see.” Raishal was a dark shape beside the stacked stones they used to conceal their cookfires. Behind her, horns of rock framed a brilliant swath of stars. One of the warriors Bayyan had left to guard them was somewhere high on a horn, keeping watch. The others were sleeping elsewhere—where, Kiran didn’t know. The snake-eaters were polite enough, but kept themselves apart from their charges.


    “Sleep’s been difficult,” Kiran said. “I thought I’d walk around a little and see if that helped.”


    Raishal said, “The only thing that will help me is seeing them come back safe.”


    Them, not just Zadikah. It warmed Kiran, even as shame pricked him. He wasn’t sure he’d be so kind in Raishal’s place. She must wish Zadikah had never helped him. She wouldn’t know what Zadikah had originally intended before Kiran offered her an alternative.


    “I want them back too.” Kiran wished he believed in gods so he might have hope that prayer would earn Dev’s and even Zadikah’s safety. Nathahlen were so terribly fragile. One slip on the cliffs, one mistake passing a ward, one stab of a guardsman’s knife—he had to stop thinking of it, or he would go mad with worrying.


    “I’m sorry Dev got dragged into her scheme. I know he only went because Zadi insisted.” Raishal gave a laugh that sounded more like a sob. “She’s such an idiot. Fighting a battle she can never truly win is foolishness enough, but hiding it from Teo…gods, it drives me wild.”


    “She’s trying to protect him.” Kiran didn’t think that was Zadikah’s only reason. She must be afraid that Teo would despise her if he learned of her methods.


    “It doesn’t matter what her intentions are,” Raishal said. “Love built on lies is not love. Or so Teo will think on the day he finds out.”


    Even dormant in sleep, Teo’s ikilhia burned like a star in the night, silent witness of the secret he refused to share with his lovers. “You might be surprised at what Teo will think.”


    Raishal only shook her head. Kiran hesitated, remembering the evening Teo had first told him he thought Dev would live. Afraid that hope would prove false, Kiran hadn’t wanted to leave Dev’s bedside. He’d watched out the sickroom window as the others took a moment to relax. Raishal had sat beside a magefire, clapping out a syncopated beat and calling out teasing comments while Teo, Zadikah, and Veddis danced in a scuffed circle of sand. Or rather, as Zadikah and Veddis attempted to teach Teo a whirling, leaping series of movements that looked halfway between a dance and a fight. The impromptu lesson had involved a lot of laughter and a lot of falling down on Teo’s part. The joy shared among the four had been palpable; Kiran had barely been able to watch, consumed by grief and envy.


    Now he found that his heart hurt imagining the bonds between them fractured, their joy turned to bitterness.


    “Sometimes when secrets come to light, even if they’re hurtful, there can be forgiveness.” Dev had forgiven him for lying about his identity, as had Cara. Eventually. Even though Kiran’s lies had caused far more harm than Teo’s or Zadikah’s.


    “Forgiveness is one thing, but what of trust? If I were in Teo’s place, I wouldn’t find that so easy to rebuild.” Raishal sighed. “But his soul is gentler than mine, so perhaps…” Her voice grew unsteady. “I just hope Zadi gets the chance for forgiveness.”


    Kiran’s own throat tightened. Watching Dev walk away with Zadikah, he’d found it harder than ever not to cast. He’d wanted to layer Dev in protective spells and bind him to life so tightly that nothing could ever extinguish his ikilhia.


    “I’m going to walk for a bit,” he said awkwardly to Raishal.


    “Don’t go far.”


    They’d seen no sign of the black-daggers. So far as Kiran was aware, Bayyan’s boast that no enemy could slip onto his lands unnoticed hadn’t been put to the test. Yet he knew better than to let that lull him into complacency. Remembering the fervor in Gavila’s eyes and her reckless courage in attacking him, he didn’t think she’d give up easily.


    “I’ll stay close,” Kiran assured Raishal. He clutched his little ball of hadaf and shuffled away from Teo and Veddis, glad the moon provided enough light to avoid lurking cactus. He rounded one of the rock horns until he could no longer hear Veddis’s snores, and sat down in the sand. To the west, the stars were slowly being eaten by a dark, spreading cloud. A distant rumble of thunder trembled the cool night air.


    Kiran’s anxiety heightened, thinking of the storms Ruslan had sent in the Whitefires. He strained his senses—an easier task now that his ikilhia was settled—but he felt no hint of magic beyond a familiar thread of earth-power coiled deep beneath the sand. When they’d first arrived, Kiran had feared the proximity of the current might cause further disruption to his ikilhia. Thankfully the current was so meager that it hadn’t been a problem. The pulse of its magic did feel a touch stronger now than when he’d first come, but natural currents often had tides that waxed and waned in concert with the moon and the seasons.


    At least the sky in the direction of Prosul Akheba was clear. Dev had enough to worry about in scaling the Khalat without a thunderstorm in the mix.


    Kiran put the ball of hadaf in his mouth and tried to shake the tension from his shoulders. What lay in his head were only memories. They could not hurt him.


    The hadaf was far sweeter than it smelled. As he chewed, a cool, soothing numbness spread over his tongue. His thoughts slowed, anxiety fading.


    Kiran summoned the flash of memory he’d seen in the cave while Zadikah and Nasham argued below. The great stone chamber, the adults in their scarlet robes, the rippling veil of azure flame above the silver ring, so oddly similar to the charm in Sechaveh’s audience chamber that gave visitors a glimpse of Ninavel’s confluence. The mental image grew so vivid he could feel the stone beneath his feet, the hands hard on his shoulders…


    No. He didn’t want that memory, but another. Something that would tell him more of the temple. He must have heard adults talking…


    The phantom sensations changed. No hands clamped his shoulders, but his feet were locked to the floor. Wards made of yellowed, ancient bone encircled him. Colors pulsed behind his eyes and streaked his vision.


    He stood on the dais itself, so close to the veil of flame he was scared it would lash out and consume him. It hurt to stand this close. Not from any heat on his skin but from a raw, scraping pressure in his head. Kiran struggled to back away, but his body refused to obey him. Still he fought to move, cold tears slicking his cheeks.


    Before the dais, two adults were arguing.


    “This is a waste of time,” a sour-faced, mustached man said. Kiran had seen him before, but not often. He always wore a scowl, which at least was different from the other adults. Kiran hated how most people in the upper temple showed nothing on their faces, as if they were made of stone and not flesh.


    “We should start over again. With the Tainted, not the mage-born. Look at this mess.” The man stabbed a finger downward. “Her mind is gone entirely.”


    What Kiran had taken for a pile of bloodied cloth at the man’s feet was actually the huddled body of a child. Was it Ralia? Kiran couldn’t tell. All he could make out was a shock of dark curls and one brown ear, from which a black line of blood oozed downward in a slow, terrible trickle.


    Kiran whimpered. He tried to speak, to beg for release, but words would not come.


    The second adult was a plump woman carrying a book whose brown cover bore no words, only a gleaming silver clasp. “We don’t need their minds. Better, perhaps, if they haven’t the will to rebel.”


    The woman, Kiran saw often. She was always there, always watching, when he was taken from his room and made to hold charms and recite strange words. She’d stare at him with the flat, black gaze of a snake. The only time she looked away was when she scribbled in the book she carried everywhere. When the other adults spoke to her, they stared at their feet and hunched as if they were trying to make themselves as small as Kiran.


    The sour man said, “They need enough intellect to speak. If they can’t claim kinship, we’ll have no protection. This child”—he nudged the body at his feet—“is so far gone she’ll soon forget how to breathe. Useless. The Tainted are more suited to—”


    “The Tainted may touch the sacred fire without harm, but they are utterly blind to its currents. I suspect it is that very blindness that preserves them. No; to do as Shaikar’s children have asked us, we need a tool that can see the currents as well as walk within them.” The woman looked at Kiran, her black eyes piercing him like cold knives.


    “This one we were lucky enough to find while he was yet in the womb. I cast to mold him; you see how well he resembles a child of Shaikar? More, his fire burns stronger than the others. Perhaps he’ll serve our purpose.”


    Kiran hated the way she talked about him. As if he was some mindless thing she’d made, no better than a water jar or a table. Something to be used until it broke and then cast aside. He hated her. He clung to the thought, as if it could stop the fear from crushing him.


    The man grunted. “It’s those children whose fire burns strongest that die soonest when you cast your bindings. But very well; if you insist on continuing to try this path, then have at it.”


    He walked away, his footsteps echoing off vaulted stone. The woman set her book on the lowest step and ascended the dais. Her deep blue robe was covered in pale symbols that seemed to crawl like leggy spiders. A light burned inside her, brighter even than the flames in front of Kiran. The closer she got, the more his head ached, colors spangling over his vision until he wanted to throw up.


    The woman took a bone from within her robe. She snapped it, chalky dust coating her fingers. She touched Kiran’s forehead, then his chest, her fingers cold, each touch sending a sharp pain through him. He glared at her, hating her more. The scorpions were whispering again in the corners, eager, greedy.


    The woman hummed a low, atonal song. The shards of bone she held glowed, as did the wards surrounding Kiran. A tendril of flame snaked out toward him from the blue fire in the ring.


    Terror beat in his chest. The room darkened around him until all he could see was the oncoming fire.


    The fire touched him, slid into him. Pain swallowed Kiran in a searing wave so terrible it blasted away both fear and hatred. All around him, crouched white figures sprang into view. They smiled bloody grins and whispered in scorpion voices, Embrace the pain, little rat. Yield to our fire or it will destroy you.


    Kiran catapulted back to the present, choking, his throat locked tight. He buried his face in his hands, abruptly aware of night air cold on his sweat-soaked skin. He was in the desert, not a temple. There was no fire here to hurt him. He was an adult, not a terrified, helpless boy.


    He raised his head—only to scramble backward in blind, panicked horror.


    The demon crouched before him laughed, piercing and sweet. “Found you, child.”


    
      

      [bookmark: _Toc432273026]Chapter Nine

    


    


    (Dev)


    


    I wriggled higher in the black slot of the crack in the Khalat’s cliffs. Inhaled to wedge my chest tight enough against the sandstone to hold me, and lifted my boots a few precious inches before jamming them heel-to-toe again. Outriders called this type of a crack a devil’s joke. Too narrow to brace knees and back against opposing walls, too wide to easily wedge fists and feet—ascending was a slow, strenuous struggle. In the hours since Zadikah and I had started our clandestine climb, I’d lost what felt like half my skin despite the protective woolen strips I’d bound around my elbows, knees, and knuckles. Every inch of me was layered in bruises.


    Not exactly my favorite sort of climbing, but every agonizing inch upward brought a certain satisfaction. This type of fight, I was damn good at and knew exactly how to win. Besides, what other outrider could say they’d been crazy enough to climb a devil’s joke in darkness? The crack’s confines were all inky shadows despite the moonlight spilling over the cliffs beyond.


    The real trouble lay in finding suitable spots to anchor the rope so Zadikah could ascend after me. She’d insisted we shouldn’t chance using glowlight charms. At the end of each pitch I had to grope over the crack’s walls, searching by feel for flaws in the rock where I might wedge in pitons.


    Zadikah had proved surprisingly patient about the crawling pace of our ascent. When we’d left the raucous crowds of the night markets behind to slink over boulder-strewn shale to the base of the Khalat’s cliffs, she’d been jittery with anticipation. I had braced myself to endure all manner of snappish demands to climb faster. But she’d obeyed my every order with swift efficiency and never once complained despite all the time she spent waiting for me to struggle up each successive pitch. Still, I wished with every breath that it was Cara at the other end of the rope, skilled and strong and wholly trustworthy.


    I leaned my head out of the crack and peered up the moonlit face of the butte. All along the clifftop, rock jutted outward in a massive shelf with an underside so sheer I doubted any outrider could spider over it.


    A good thing I didn’t intend to try. I doubled one arm between my chest and the crack wall to brace myself, and slid my other hand upward, questing. My fingertips found a hairline fracture in the rock, far too thin for a piton. Then another flaw, too wide, but possibly narrowing to a better crack at the back. I poked my fingers in.


    Pain stung my middle finger, another stab on my knuckle, and fuck, something was scuttling over my wrist—in convulsive reflex, I jerked my hand away so fast I bashed it against the opposite side of the crack.


    Another scuttling noise, and I saw a scorpion silhouetted on the crack’s edge. Its barbed tail was poised a mere inch from my cheek. I whipped my head aside and promptly lost traction with my feet. I pressed my doubled arm against the crack with desperate force and managed to halt my downward slide, at the cost of the remaining skin on my forearm.


    The scorpion remained poised above, stinger arched in warning. I dragged a piton from the sling around my chest, heaved upward again, and smacked the scorpion away into empty air. Gripping the piton, I peered into the crack’s lightless interior. No more scorpions crawled out.


    I leaned my forehead against the rock, breathing hard. My stung hand throbbed and burned even more than my newly raw forearm. Some scorpions were poisonous enough a man might die within moments, unless he was lucky enough to have a blood-cleansing charm handy. Which I emphatically did not.


    Nothing for it but to pray for Khalmet’s favor and keep going. I poked again at the crack’s interior, this time using the piton and not my fingers, and found another fracture. I worked with panting haste to set an anchor. I didn’t feel about to keel over, but the pain in my hand wasn’t fading. If the hand swelled up so much I couldn’t use it, I’d be in serious trouble. I didn’t have to climb the looming overhang to get into the Khalat, but I did need to traverse out onto the smooth sandstone of the cliff. Dicey, delicate climbing of the sort I ordinarily excelled at—when I had two properly working hands.


    It seemed an age before Zadikah grunted up the rope to me. The ascender cords she used meant she didn’t have to squirm her way up the crack like I had, but she was hauling the rest of our supplies in a bulging pack that was no featherweight to carry.


    I helped her tie off to the piton. “Give me the stonemelter charm, quick. A scorpion stung me and my hand’s swelling up.”


    Zadikah cursed and dug in the pack. “Can you still do the traverse?”


    I flexed my fingers, which felt hot and already fat. “If I hurry.”


    She handed me a leather pouch. I tied it onto the sling around my waist and settled the pouch so it sat at the small of my back, where it’d be out of the way as I climbed.


    “Brace,” I said. “And for fuck’s sake, hold the rope tight if I fall.” I’d taught Zadikah the rudiments of belaying, but there’d been no chance for any proper practicing.


    “Move fast,” Zadikah said. “With the moonlight, if anyone sees you on the cliff—”


    “Trust me, I won’t be dallying.” More because of my hand than any risk of discovery. We were on the opposite side of the butte from the guarded tunnel, and how many cityfolk living in the shadow of a familiar rock formation bother to scrutinize its cliffs at night?


    “Sorry,” Zadikah said—a first, from her. “We’re just so close.”


    “I know.” I slowed my breath, seeking the calm concentration I needed to make the climb. The tent city far below glowed with lanternlight; the stars above were clear, hard pinpricks. To the north, a dark boil of cloud flickered with lightning, soundless with distance. There was an odd sense to the night, as if the very cliffs were watching us. But I’d felt that on occasion scaling highside towers in my Tainted days; it was just nerves talking.


    Pain isn’t real, neither is fear, nothing exists but the rock beneath me.


    I slid out of the crack, balancing on nubbins of stone, my fingers searching out divots and sliver-thin cracks. A gust of wind skirled past, tugging at me. I clung all the harder with my left hand. The right one…ah gods, closing my fingers was swiftly becoming an exercise in agony. I kept going, my entire being focused on my balance.


    I crossed a distinctive dark streak on the sandstone that I’d made careful note of through the spyglass. Yashad’s maps had shown that the Zhan-davi hadn’t been content to build atop the butte, but had cut rooms and tunnels within the butte’s upper stone. Here, behind five feet of solid rock, a little-used tunnel unprotected by wards made its closest approach to the butte’s outer cliffs.


    All I had to do was make a tunnel of my own. Clinging to the cliff with my good left hand, I fumbled open the pouch at my back with fat, frighteningly clumsy fingers. I pulled out a rune-etched disc of silver set with rubies and stamped with the sigil of a Ninavel mining guild.


    Thanks to my abused forearm, I had plenty of blood on hand to spark the charm. I swiped the disc over my raw flesh and muttered the charm’s trigger word.


    The disc heated in my hand. I gripped it all the tighter with throbbing fingers, desperate not to drop it. Violet fire flickered on the charm’s underside. I pressed the charm to the stone and yanked my hand back. Stonemelters were expensive and effective, but not the safest of charms to use.


    The charm ate straight into the stone. A thick, dark slurry of melted rock boiled out of a deepening hole the size of my head. Spilling down the cliff, the slurry hardened in fat lumps and globs like candlewax. I counted breaths through clenched teeth, waiting for the slurry to stop pouring out, praying I’d judged the distance right and the charm would eat all the way through to the interior passage before its magic died. The fingers of my right hand wouldn’t bend anymore. My left forearm burned with strain and my legs trembled in increasing rhythm.


    The heat baking out of the hole faded, the last trickle of slurry congealing into rough runnels. I peered inside the hole. No fire of sparked wards, no shouts, nothing but silence and darkness. I shoved my useless right hand deep into the hole and wedged my elbow to lock me onto the cliff and free up my left hand.


    Outriders scorned stonemelters because they left the surrounding rock dangerously brittle, liable to shatter under a climber’s feet or pitons. I was counting on that just now. I pulled a miner’s hammer from my belt, sparked the quiet-shroud charm bound around its head, and whacked at the hole’s edges. The quiet-shroud muffled the sharp clink of the hammer on rock to a faint tapping no louder than a seep’s steady drip. It took only a few blows before rock cracked and crumbled away, widening the hole further.


    I kept whacking. As soon as the hole was broad enough, I wedged my body within. More hammer blows, more head-first wriggling, more praying the rock immediately above wouldn’t give way and crush me. With only one good hand to use, it took damn near forever before I broke through into a cool, empty void.


    I sparked the glowlight charm I wore on a neckchain, and saw stone steps and rough rock walls. No footsteps, no sound of voices. I checked my hand, which had swollen to twice its normal size. Two hard red knots marked where I’d been stung. I touched one and hissed as a shock of pain burned through me.


    Zadikah had a couple pains-ease charms in her pack. I hadn’t dared to deaden any sensation while climbing, but now I couldn’t wait to silence the screaming of my hand and my bruised, flayed skin. I slithered out of my makeshift tunnel, then turned right around with hammer in hand and worked back through, broadening the cramped passage to the point Zadikah’s taller frame and wider hips would fit.


    I backed out to stand on shadowed steps. At my feet, the stonemelter lay in a crater a few inches deep. The silver was cool and the rubies dull. I tucked the charm back into the pouch I still wore. The magic might be dead, but I could still sell the charm for the price of the silver and stones.


    I drew the rope taut and gave three sharp tugs to let Zadikah know she should climb. All she had to do was swing herself over from the crack and haul her way up.


    Another eternity later, the pack thumped out of the tunnel, followed by Zadikah. She was panting hard and covered in rock dust, but her eyes glittered in jubilation.


    “Welcome to the Khalat,” I said, cradling my throbbing hand. “Get me a pains-ease, would you?”


    As she dug in her pack, she flashed me a wide, fierce grin. “Good work, shadow man. That was one hell of a climb.”


    It sure had been, scorpion or no. But my thrill of satisfaction was muted by the knowledge of how much work yet remained.


    Zadikah tossed me a silver bracelet set with a single oval of jade. “Trigger word’s avasan. When you seek the herbs for Kiran, look for arrowleaf too. Chew a pinch of that every few hours and it should help your hand.”


    I sparked the pains-ease, slid it on my good wrist, and sighed in gratitude as the clamor of my much-abused body faded to a mere nagging murmur. Zadikah pulled out two loose robes of blue silk embroidered with the scroll-and-lantern crest of the Seranthine scholars. I pulled mine on over my clothes, awkward with my swollen hand. The sleeves were long enough to hide my bloodied arms. At night, hopefully nobody’d notice how worn and dirty my boots were beneath the robe’s hem. I stashed the rope and the now-empty pack inside our rough tunnel.


    Zadikah was busy stuffing various charms into her robe’s inner pockets. Some of the charms were covered in enough gems to rival Kiran’s amulet.


    “Yashad gave you quite the stash, I see. Got any spare boneshatters or ward charms?”


    Zadikah chucked another bracelet my way. Copper, not silver, and without any gems. I squinted at the simple runes. “Seriously, this is all you have for warding? This looks barely able to stop a single knife thrust.”


    “Yashad’s coin isn’t infinite. It’s those of us who’ll be fighting who need strong charms, not you.”


    I certainly had no intention of joining in any battles. Zadikah’s plan involved finding the Zhan-davi’s private entrance to the Khalat. A stairway far more direct than the citadel’s main access, located in a separate tunnel protected by wards keyed to the Zhan-davi’s matria and her immediate family only. The stair hadn’t been on the scholar’s maps, but Yashad had winkled out the location from some other source. Zadikah meant to break the wards there to let Bayyan and his warriors into the citadel.


    But that was Zadikah’s business, not mine. All I wanted was to get the herbs Kiran needed and get out.


    “How about you give me a wardbreaker now?”


    Zadikah slanted me a glance. “You think these are simple wards I’ll be breaking? No more charms for you until my task’s done. Come on; this won’t take half so long as climbing that cursed crack.”


    Damn near anything ought to be faster than climbing a thousand feet of a devil’s joke. Following Zadikah up the passage’s broad stone stairs, my blood fizzed with jittery energy like I’d eaten another ball of Raishal’s mouth-burning herbs. I thought of Kiran, waiting for me out there in the canyons. If he’d seen my message, he’d know what I was doing tonight. Probably he was worrying himself sick over it.


    At least he was safe. And once I brought the damn herbs to Teo, I could keep him that way.


    


    * * *


    


    (Kiran)


    


    Kiran’s back hit rock. The demon blurred forward to halt mere inches away. The creature was no nightmare, no hallucination, but real. Its coldly beautiful features gleamed with crystalline clarity in the moonlight, and the chill, alien aura of its magic was undeniable.


    Instinct screamed he should strike with every spark of magic he could summon—or failing that, run. Yet Kiran held his ground, a wild, reckless defiance rising in him. He was so tired of running. Tired of living in terror of creatures whose purpose he didn’t even know.


    “What do you want of me? You could have taken me in the mountains, had you wanted. Instead you creep after me and whisper in my dreams. Why?”


    The demon bared its fanged teeth. “So the akheli finds his spine. Tell me, child, was it something you saw in that poisoned, damaged mind of yours that stops you fleeing from me as you did in the gorge?”


    The pallid figure he’d seen at the junction of canyons, the languid, beckoning hand…that had been real? Staring at the demon, Kiran realized another truth: this was not the same creature he and Dev had faced in the mountains. The demon in the Cirque of the Knives had seemed masculine in its proportions despite its lack of genitals. This one’s naked body was slimmer, even more androgynous. Moonlight glimmered on skin the unnatural bluish-white of marble, but an odd dark splotch marred the demon’s brow—a scar or a tattoo, as black as the demon’s many braids. Its chiseled face was inhumanly perfect, yet subtly different from the one in his memory. The line of this demon’s jaw was sharper, the flame of its eyes closer to indigo than azure.


    Cold tendrils crept over his barriers, probing, testing. Kiran gripped his amulet so tightly his fingers hurt.


    “I’ve run enough. Now I want answers. Why do you hunt me?”


    The demon made a sharp sizzling noise. “A fine time for you to ignore fear. It is not I who hunts you tonight. Can you not feel the moon-tide rising? The red-horned hunters rise with it, soon to burst from our fire into the air of this realm…and you are their quarry.”


    Ice speared down Kiran’s spine. “Why? I thought it was Ruslan’s life that was forfeit.”


    “They do not seek your life,” the demon said. “They seek you. For a purpose I think you know.”


    “Ruslan sends them.” Reckless bravado drained out of Kiran, leaving behind heavy, frozen horror. If Ruslan had made his alliance, how could Kiran possibly stop him?


    The demon laughed at him, softly mocking. “The hunters loosed to satisfy a lowly mud-creature’s desires? Never. Think harder, child.”


    “Do they seek me thinking I can lead them to Ruslan? I would do that. Gladly.”


    The demon cocked its head. Its waist-length braids coiled over each other like live serpents. “You rats are so fickle with your loyalties. You wish your master to feed the hunt? You are too late for that. He has achieved what I thought impossible: found something the ssarez-kai desire so strongly they will spare a thieving rat from vengeance.”


    The name ssarez-kai teased at Kiran as Zadikah’s mention of the veiled temple had done, the meaning of it dancing maddeningly out of reach.


    “What has Ruslan offered?” One last gasp of hope cried, If you can find out, then maybe you can make a better bargain. Deeper yet, the panicked child he’d once been whispered, Please let him not have offered me.


    The demon’s fangs showed again, dark in the moonlight. “Shall we bargain, you and I? The ssarez-kai despise humans, crude ugly animals that you are. They scorn to taste even your pain. Yet here you stand, a thread of our realm’s fire burning at your core and your blood singing in warning of ssarez-kai kinship. Tell me why they made you, child, and I will speak of your master’s bargain.”


    Kiran struggled to parse the demon’s words. It spoke of ssarez-kai as “they,” and said his blood sang in warning of kinship. “Are you of a different house than these ssarez-kai?” The name came unexpectedly easily to his tongue.


    The demon made an irritated chuffing sound. “I hold no kinship. You waste precious time; the moon is rising. Will you bargain?”


    “It wasn’t a demon but a bone mage who cast to make me what I am.” Whatever that might be. “I don’t yet remember enough of my past to know what spells she cast upon me, or why.”


    “But I think you will find out—and then you will bargain, oh yes.” The demon grinned viciously wide. “And so I struggle to preserve you in the face of your own stupidity. You let your blood fall into your enemies’ hands. Now it stains the tongues of the hunt, and they will find you despite your veils.”


    The godspeaker and her spelled knife. The ssarez-kai might despise humans, but clearly they had no issues with using them.


    “How can I escape?” Thunder growled overhead. Wind stung Kiran’s face with sand. The current of earth-power was swelling, rising toward the surface.


    “Even on a night such as this, the hunters cannot stray far from our fire. Here you are too close to its currents. You must reach a place where the world is dead around you. If you need the other bright-souled rat, take him with you. The hunt will feed on what lives they can, the better to seek you out.”


    New dismay struck Kiran. He must get Teo, Veddis, Raishal, even their snake-eater protectors to safety, yet Raishal could not easily run. Belatedly, caution arose. Was this a trick? The demon might intend to send him where he could not pull power to strike in defense.


    “Why should I trust you?”


    The demon snarled at him. “Did I not preserve you once already? Driving you into the arms of those who might aid you, on the night you stumbled blindly through the canyons? If you had continued down that gorge, idiot child, you would have been taken by rats groveling for the favor of the ssarez-kai.”


    The demon had meant to keep him from the black-daggers? That might explain why it had not pursued him into the slot. Kiran’s gut still warned against trusting the demon completely, but he would heed the demon’s words.


    “How long until the hunters come?”


    “Not long.” The demon’s eyes blazed brighter. “Run fast, akheli, and run far. The ssarez-kai will call upon your kinship. Heed the call, and you are lost. Were you in our realm, you could not resist their command, but in the deadlands you have a chance. I can stay no longer, lest they taste my presence.”


    The demon vanished. No trace of its chill aura remained. Yet the earth-current beneath his feet had swollen to a rush of power grating along Kiran’s senses. When he focused upon it, he heard scorpion whispers, sly and sibilant.


    Kiran ran for the camp. Stumbling over rocks, crashing through clumps of spinebrush without care for the branches tearing at him, he’d never been so glad to have Dev far from his side. He didn’t know if it was possible to get Raishal and the rest to safety before the hunters came. But even if it meant he failed to escape, he had to try.


    


    * * *


    


    (Dev)


    


    “I thought you said the Zhan-davi’s entrance was guarded only by wards,” I said into Zadikah’s ear. We were crouched in the shadow of a statue of some crazy animal that looked like a sandcat crossed with an eagle. The bone coin of the moon riding high above the tower at our backs illuminated a host of other fantastical stone creatures around us. Instead of the gemstone mosaics and flowering gardens popular in highsider courtyards in Ninavel, the Zhan-davi apparently went in for sculptures, the more bizarre the better.


    This particular statue garden sat right against the Khalat’s warded outer wall. On the wall, two carved horse-things with curving horns and fangs that would’ve done a direwolf proud bracketed a gate of filigreed copper. Wardlines spiraled thickly around the gate. More worryingly, in front of the gate stood two men and one woman wearing the Zhan-davi’s barbed-sword crest. All three guards were heavily muscled and carried ward charms, long knives, and hackbuts—hackbuts, of all things, which I’d only ever seen traders sell as curiosities. I’d heard hackbuts were all the rage in Sulania, where mages were rare and folk were fascinated with explosive powders, but nobody with any coin in Ninavel bothered with weapons so easily countered by charms. Proper charms, that is. The pitiful little ward bracelet I wore would be lucky to stop even one round of hackbut fire.


    Zadikah whispered back, “Guess you’ll need to earn yourself that wardbreaker. Go distract them.”


    “Earn a wardbreaker? What, hauling you up a thousand feet of cliff while scraping half my skin off and getting scorpion-stung doesn’t count?”


    “Do you want a wardbreaker or not? I’m not asking you to fight; I’ll do that. But against three armed foes, I need an opening.”


    Great. I studied the guards again. The hackbuts implied the Zhan-davi had spent all their money on wards rather than proper battle charms. But the guards weren’t lazy; no lounging about playing tile games, no drinking on the job. They stood piton-straight and silent.


    I slashed rents in my scholar’s robe and smeared blood from my scrapes liberally over myself. After a last dark glance at Zadikah, I stumbled around the statue, groaning.


    “Help…help me, please…”


    The guards aimed their hackbuts straight at me. “Dazhi!”


    That word of Varkevian I knew: stop. I halted, swaying, hoping I looked like someone in shock. “Men attacked me, a whole gang, they said they were here to burn the library—please, you have to stop them!”


    The woman sparked a glowlight charm. Peering at me, her face relaxed into disgust. She muttered something contemptuous in Varkevian to the other two—I caught the word sivayyah, but nothing else—and said in heavily accented Kennish, “Broke the curfew, did you, madakkis? Run afoul of your betters and now you think you can trick us into retribution? Crawl back home to the collegium before we give you a second lesson in why you should keep your ugly mongrel face off the streets.”


    Khalmet’s hand, the Zhan-davi really were assholes. And idiots to boot; what if I’d been telling the truth? Still, I could work with idiocy. I lurched away and muttered a few choice insults I’d learned from Varkevian drovers, just loud enough for the guards to hear.


    Their attention was now firmly fixed on me. The men reversed their hackbuts, ready to use them as clubs, and the woman strode forward to grab at me.


    “Asking to be taught, are you? Come here, you little—”


    Something small and silver arced out of the shadows. I dropped to the ground, my eyes squeezed shut. A flash lit the inside of my eyelids red. Howls, and the thunder of hackbut fire—I rolled for the safety of the shadows.


    One guard was already down, his ward charms dark and his throat a sticky mass of blood. Smoke curled from the barrels of two hackbuts lying beside him. Zadikah and the guardswoman were leaping and spinning and slashing at each other with fluid, deadly grace. Their knives weren’t the real threat. A dragonclaw charm glittered in Zadikah’s hand, a heart-rot in the guardswoman’s. The third guard was clawing at his eyes, his hackbut abandoned apparently unfired on the stone. Red powder spattered his face and clothes—Zadikah must’ve thrown devilweed at him.


    Zadikah struck with her dragonclaw. The guardswoman’s ward bracelets flared, dissipating the charm’s spell, but the bracelets’ light was dim, their magic nearly spent. The guardswoman twisted and nearly caught Zadikah on the chest with her heart-rot, but Zadikah eeled aside.


    If I could throw something to distract the guardswoman, or even get to that unfired hackbut—shit! The hackbut remained on the stone, but the devilweed-spattered guard was gone. Where was he? I squinted at shadows and statues, seeking any hint of motion.


    A blow slammed the side of my head. Stars spangled over my vision despite my little ward charm’s protection. An arm crushed my chest, pulling me back against a muscled body, and a series of vicious blows hammered my gut. I struggled to get free, to no avail. The last blow drove the breath from my lungs, my charm’s magic spent.


    A knife pricked my throat. My captor yelled at Zadikah, “Throw away your charms, or your friend dies.”


    Zadikah turned. Her opponent crumpled with blood arcing from a severed throat. Zadikah laughed, dark and contemptuous, and cold certainty filled me. She wasn’t going to throw her dragonclaw anywhere. Hell, what did she care if I died?


    I gasped for air enough to speak. “She’s no friend of mine, you idiot—she’s the one who attacked me! You want to stop her, there’s a charm I stole from her in the pouch at my back, take it—” The stonemelter was wedged between us. Even through the pouch’s leather, he must be able to feel the charm’s hard edges and the raised lumps of its multiple gemstones.


    Zadikah rushed the guard as if desperate to stop him taking the charm. He pulled back to yank out the stonemelter, and his knife hand slid from my throat to my chest. I threw myself sideways. The blade sliced a burning line across my bruised torso, and then I was rolling on the ground.


    Grunts and a choked gasp from behind me—I scrambled to my feet and looked back. My captor lay in a pool of blood. His chest was a gaping ruin, the stonemelter gleaming in one lax hand. I ran shaking fingers along my own wound. A long, shallow slice, no worse. But the hurt of it was enough to swamp the pains-ease on my wrist.


    “Good thing he wasn’t long on brains.” Zadikah wiped blood off her dragonclaw charm. “You really should insist Lord Sechaveh pay for some proper training. Bayyan was right; I’ve known children still at their mother’s breast who could better defend themselves.”


    The mockery was good-humored rather than nasty, the sort of ribbing I’d exchanged with many another outrider. I didn’t crack an answering grin. I still figured she’d been ready to let him slash my throat. “Good thing I brought an expert to do the killing for me. Hurry the fuck up and break the wards. Somebody’s bound to have heard those hackbuts fire.”


    Zadikah ran to the copper gate and pulled a jeweled spiral from her robe. “Bayyan signaled me. He and his warriors are climbing the stair even now, so let the Zhan-davi come.” She smeared blood over the spiral, whispered a harsh word, and slapped the charm onto the gate.


    Orange fire exploded outward along the wardlines, which blackened under the fire’s touch. All along the crest of the wall, more wards sparked to furious life, lightning stabbing upward into the night. Shouts echoed in the distance, bells clanging. Every guard in the Khalat must be stampeding this way.


    “How long until I can have the gods-damned charm?” I needed to be gone from here.


    The copper gate flared brilliant blue and all the wards around it went dark. The jeweled spiral fell to the gravel.


    “Now,” Zadikah said, exultant. She wrenched the gate open. Carved stairs spiraled down into the darkness beyond, but the darkness wasn’t complete. A greeny-yellow glow grew brighter. Under the crackling blaze of the main wall wards, I heard pounding footsteps.


    Bayyan burst out of the tunnel, a glowlight charm around his neck, more charms glittering on his wrists and knives bright in his hands.


    I snatched up the fallen wardbreaker with my good left hand and stuffed it into my robe. “I hope you’ve brought an army, because one’s coming this way.” More bells were clanging, the formerly distant shouts a lot louder and closer.


    Bayyan said, “We have warriors enough. It’s why I ran ahead, to warn you: the black-daggers have joined us.”


    “The black-daggers?” I spoke in shocked chorus with Zadikah.


    “Every man and woman of them.” He turned to Zadikah. “Yashad says she made the bargain you would not.”


    The rage that swept me was so great I couldn’t even speak. I lunged for the unfired hackbut. Bayyan’s ward charms might be strong enough to stop me shooting him dead where he stood, but if he’d given Kiran over, I’d fucking ruin this revolution.


    “You broke your word and let the black-daggers onto your lands?” Zadikah was staring at Bayyan as if she’d never seen him before.


    “My word is unbroken. Gavila didn’t ask for permission to cross my territory, or even for me to give her Kiran.” Bayyan looked straight at me. “She only asked Yashad for you.”


    I backed, clutching the hackbut. Of course she had. She knew Kiran was dangerous, and she needed a way to force his cooperation. So she thought to use me just as the Alathians had done, as bait and leverage.


    Bayyan said, “I told her I’d go first and capture you before you realized the danger.”


    “But you don’t trust Gavila.” His words had thrown me into the same cold, sharp clarity I used on climbs. “You think once she has me, she’ll abandon the fight. That’s why you brought warning. You want her to hunt me down.”


    Bayyan’s teeth showed white. “Clever to the last. That’s right, shadow man. I want her to fight her way through the Khalat to find you. So run. Now.”


    Yipping shrieks echoed out of the tunnel, quickly growing louder. I backed away, calling to Zadikah, “Tell me the wardbreaker’s trigger!”


    “Dev, forget the herbs. If Yashad’s told Gavila what you intend, you’ll never find them in time to escape her. Get yourself out! I’ll get the herbs for you.”


    Maybe she really did regret Yashad’s betrayal, but I couldn’t trust her. Not with something as important as this. “The trigger word, Zadikah!”


    Zadikah flung out a hand in a gesture that said, Be it on your head, then. “Jabirkavi.”


    I turned and ran, even as the war cries from the stair were joined by a thunder of booted feet beyond the statues. To Shaikar’s innermost hell with Gavila. I hadn’t come this far to fail Kiran now.


    
      

      [bookmark: _Toc432273027]Chapter Ten

    


    


    (Kiran)


    


    Kiran crashed through a wall of spinebrush onto the moonlit sand of the campsite, and nearly impaled himself on Raishal’s bared knife. She yelped and thrust him aside.


    “I heard you running—have the black-daggers come?”


    Better to explain the truth after the others had woken. He gasped out, “Summon the snake-eaters.”


    Raishal stuck her fingers in her mouth and whistled a shrill, kreeling call. Veddis jerked awake mid-snore, snatching at his knife. Teo slept on without even twitching.


    “Wake up!” Kiran shook Teo’s shoulder. Teo only made a noise of complaint and flopped onto his side.


    Did the man have no caution at all? The defensive wardings guarding his ikilhia remained so thin as to be near nonexistent. Kiran gripped Teo’s bare wrist and sent a swift jab of power spearing through the contact.


    Teo jolted upright with a yell. He twisted free of Kiran’s hand and scrabbled backward as if he were the one facing a demon.


    “We have to leave.” Kiran grabbed a pack and threw it at Teo. “Bring your herbs. Also water and food, but nothing too heavy.” You must reach a place where the world is dead around you, the demon had said. The formerly slender thread of the earth-current had grown into such a cataract that if they tried to run across the desert, it’d take miles of travel before no magic stained the aether.


    But if they climbed high enough on inert rock, the aether might feel dead. That seemed a frighteningly thin gamble, but Kiran saw no better option. His heart pounding, he scanned the spires looming dark around them. They needed a formation massive enough to block the earth-current’s power, yet not so steeply angled that Raishal couldn’t make the ascent.


    “We’ve got to climb that dome.” Kiran pointed at an enormous misshapen lump of rock perhaps a half mile away. The pallid eye of the moon seemed to leer at him, every little skirl of wind a mocking whisper.


    “Climb?” Raishal repeated, incredulous.


    “That’s a terrible idea,” Veddis protested, cramming supplies into a pack. “There’s no cover up there. With the moon so bright, the black-daggers will spot us in a heartbeat.”


    “It’s not the black-daggers he fears.” Teo shoved past Veddis to confront Kiran. “You said your enemy could not find you. You promised we were safe from him. Now you lie again! What protection could climbing possibly bring us against a mage’s spellwork?”


    “What mage?” Raishal demanded.


    “This isn’t a mage’s doing!” Kiran hadn’t time to think of clever lies. He’d have to use the truth, insane as it sounded. He turned to Raishal and Veddis, who would have grown up steeped in stories of demons and gods and likely believed every one.


    “You’ve heard tales of the Ghorshaba. One of them came to me just now with a warning. The red-horned hunters are coming to this valley and they’ll kill anyone they find. We have to climb, now, or none of us will survive the night.” Kiran backed away, beckoning them to follow.


    Raishal made a grab for him, ignoring Teo’s strangled protest. “Teo, he must be ill. Dev raved about demons in his fever, too. We’ll need some bladeleaf—”


    “I’m not sick!” Kiran caught Raishal’s hand and pressed it against his brow. “You see? No fever.”


    Raishal said, surprised, “Teo, his skin is cool. But…the red-horned hunters? The tales of the hunt are ancient. No clan has even seen a demon in the flesh in long years. Besides, the Ghorshaba have no reputation for kindness. Yet you say one was so considerate as to appear and give you warning?”


    Kiran wanted to scream in frustration, cast upon them all to force them into belief. Time was slipping away with nightmarish speed.


    “This isn’t the first time I’ve met a demon. Zadikah told you that Dev is a shadow man in Lord Sechaveh’s employ, didn’t she?”


    Teo made a sharp, startled noise. Raishal stirred, glancing at him. Kiran didn’t wait for her to answer.


    “In Ninavel, Dev and I helped stop a man who used a demon’s power against the city. See that storm?” Kiran stabbed a finger at the lightning-laced clouds spreading toward the moon. “I’ve seen its like before. When demon magic was used to murder Ninavel mages. So please, please, believe me and get up that dome!”


    Raishal said, “But the snake-eaters—”


    “We can’t wait for them. They’ll see us climbing. We’ll have to hope they come after us.” Kiran started off through the spinebrush. To his vast relief, the others followed.


    He heard Raishal mutter, “The black-daggers I could understand, but the hunt…is this real? Or am I trapped in a nightmare?”


    Kiran’s heart twisted within him. “I’m sorry I’ve brought this on you. I didn’t know the demons would send these hunters after me. If I had…” He couldn’t complete the sentence. If he could return to that moment when he first met Zadikah, he would still bargain with her, still force Teo into helping him and Dev. How could he not, when so many more lives than these few hung in the balance?


    “We never should have come with you,” Veddis said bitterly. “My kin warned us of bad omens. I’m a fool to have thought the gods would stir themselves to send warning of nothing more than a pack of mangy black-daggers.”


    Teo strode over sand and rock with such violence it was a wonder he didn’t break an ankle. “It wasn’t you who was the fool.” He caught Kiran’s arm, his ikilhia flaring fever-bright. “I should have refused you at the first and chanced the consequences. We’ll climb as you say. But afterward, I want you gone. Take your lies and your enemies and find another healer to threaten.”


    “He threatened you?” Veddis’s knife came up in a sharp silver arc.


    “We haven’t time for this,” Kiran snapped. “You’ve every right to be angry, and I’ll give you truth, give any recompense I can, but later.”


    Hurrying toward the moonwashed bulk of the dome, no one else spoke. The growls of thunder grew louder as the fiery river of the earth-current rose higher. The twisted spires of rock seemed to loom closer, black and threatening, as if they were the fingers of some giant hand about to close and crush the tiny humans in their midst.


    Kiran jumped a narrow gully, and a dark figure slid out of the shadows right in front of him. He sprang back with a strangled yell.


    The shape spoke a rush of Varkevian in a clear, youthful voice he recognized. Sivyan, one of the snake-eaters—a stocky girl who looked no older than her late teens but who carried herself with the same brash confidence as the older warriors. Kiran swallowed in relief and beckoned Raishal. The warriors Bayyan had left behind didn’t speak much Kennish. Raishal’s clan dialect was close enough to the snake-eaters’ that she’d long since taken over the task of communication.


    “Say whatever you must to make them come with us.” Kiran hurried onward, hoping Raishal was far faster at explaining the situation than he had been.


    Raishal spoke, urgent and commanding, drawing Sivyan with her. No other figures slunk out of the shadows to join them.


    Kiran called to Raishal, “Where are the others?”


    “Her brother is on watch atop the righthand horn. She’s the only other warrior here. The rest were summoned away by Bayyan.”


    “What?” Veddis said. “Why would he—”


    “It doesn’t matter.” Whatever Bayyan’s reasons, Kiran was glad of them. Fewer snake-eaters meant fewer lives to worry over. “Tell Sivyan her brother should climb as high as he can on the horn, and ask her to show us the easiest route up that dome.”


    After a series of hawk-whistles that were distantly echoed by her brother, Sivyan led them on a winding course between bulbous mushrooms of rock to the great swelling wave of the dome’s side.


    The whispers in the aether were constant now, a spate of sibilant, unfamiliar words that sizzled along his nerves. Kiran threw himself at the rock and scrambled upward. The slope was far from vertical, but still steep enough he needed hands as well as feet.


    Close behind, Teo panted, “How high must we climb? If the storm crosses overhead, we’ll be exposed to lightning.”


    “The demon said we must find a place where the world is dead around us.” Kiran was aware of Raishal and Veddis listening, but he no longer cared about secrecy. Survival was all that mattered. “I’d rather face the chance of a lightning strike than the certainty of murderous hunters.”


    Kiran scrabbled higher, Teo right on his heels, Sivyan helping Veddis assist Raishal. His sense of impending catastrophe heightened until it was a struggle to hold his barriers. His ikilhia roiled and seethed as if in echo of the raging earth-current below. Ominous in more ways than one—proximity to so much wild magic was disrupting his ikilhia as badly as casting would have. Yet another reason to put as much rock as he could between him and the cataract.


    The whispers in his head spiraled up to a howling crescendo. The earth-current fountained outward in a coruscating blast of power that sent Kiran to his knees, pain scattering his thoughts. Beside him, Teo yelled something, but Kiran couldn’t make out the words through the cacophony in his head.


    “Look!” Raishal’s voice, higher and sharper, cut through his distraction. She pointed back down the slope.


    The sand throughout the valley glimmered a chill foxfire blue. Skeins of fog boiled out of the ground, spreading in billows and swirls to fill the air between the spires. Within the fog, violet lightning flickered, yielding flashing glimpses of huge, indistinct shapes, sleek and swift and sinuous. Kiran could make out no individual pulses of ikilhia, only an inchoate mass of energy that hurt to concentrate upon.


    “Don’t look at them!” Raishal shouted. Kiran turned and stumbled higher. The babble in his head coalesced into a single, silvery voice, underlaid by a tidal pull that slowed his feet.


    Come to us, child. We taste your blood, kin to ours, oh, we feel you close. A chorus of eerie, gibbering howls echoed up from the fog.


    “No!” Kiran layered his barriers stronger, deeper. The pull didn’t lessen. He sensed no chain of magic within his ikilhia such as bound Dev. The tug felt oddly diffuse, spread over his entire body, as if his very flesh were the source—or, he realized with a shiver, the blood in his veins.


    The amulet hung cool and inert on his chest. Its human-made spellwork was no protection against the demons’ strange power. But their summons wasn’t like the absolute, implacable imperative of Ruslan’s will exerted through the mark-bond. This he had a hope of resisting. He forced one foot in front of the other, climbing higher.


    An arm thrust across his chest, stopping him. “What’s wrong with you?” Teo shouted.


    “They’re trying to make me go to them. I will not.”


    “You’re about to walk off a cliff!”


    Kiran blinked and saw with a cold shock that he stood on the edge of a great crack in the dome. The chasm was wide enough it made Kiran’s palms sweat to imagine jumping it, and so deep it must extend all the way to the ground.


    Or it would extend that far, if the sand had not become a shifting sea of fog. Half-seen shapes rolled and coiled just under the fog’s surface, oddly hypnotic.


    Lightning flashed overhead, and an answering flicker of foxfire raced over the fog. The voice in Kiran’s head laughed louder even than the crash of thunder.


    Come to us, child. Did you not claim our kinship in the mountains? We call on you now to obey, or your blood-right is void and the lives you claimed for your own will be forfeit.


    Kiran’s breath stopped. The demon in the Cirque of the Knives had said of Mikail and Dev and the Alathians, They are yours to kill. If that protection was revoked, what of Dev, scaling the Khalat?


    The Khalat was long miles away, and the hunters had needed Kiran’s blood to find him. They didn’t have Dev’s blood.


    “No,” Kiran said again, and didn’t know if it was bravery or cowardice that prompted his refusal.


    Teo said tautly, “That fog is rising.” Mist was creeping up the sides of the chasm, tendrils licking higher like hungry tongues.


    “We’re not high enough yet. We’ve got to jump over the gap and keep climbing.” Beyond the chasm, the dome swelled upward again. The summit was a black curve hundreds of feet above, silhouetted against stars streaked by encroaching arms of cloud.


    Sivyan drew herself up and said something determined. She backed a few steps, then raced forward and hurled herself over the chasm. Kiran feared to see the fog surge up to engulf her in midair, but she landed safe in a crouch on the steeply slanted stone beyond. She turned, straddled her feet wide, and held out her arms. Veddis gripped Raishal’s hips and helped her jump, propelling her across the gap with a yell of effort. Sivyan staggered upon bracing Raishal’s landing, but neither woman fell.


    Teo ran and jumped. When he hit the chasm’s far slope, he toppled backward, arms flying up, but Sivyan and Raishal caught his hands and pulled him upright.


    Kiran’s legs felt leaden, his mouth dry. The pull on his body was so insistent that merely walking was a struggle. Gaining enough momentum to clear the chasm felt impossible.


    He must jump. The fog was creeping higher, greedy flickers of foxfire crawling over its surface. The voice in his head was speaking of blood and death and kinship, and he didn’t want to listen, he wanted it gone—


    Strong hands grabbed his waist and lifted. For one horrible instant he was sure Veddis meant to pitch him straight down into the fog. Instead, he was catapulted through the air into Sivyan’s sturdy arms.


    Howls rose from the fog, echoed in his head. Kiran fell to hands and knees. The inexorable pull was becoming ever more difficult to resist.


    Lightning flashed, blindingly bright. A hammer blow of thunder deafened him. The echoes subsided into frantic, human shouts. Kiran twisted around.


    Teo lay flat on the stone, desperately reaching for Veddis, who clawed at the chasm’s side a few feet below. He was slipping ever farther down, the fog billowing perilously close to his boots. Sivyan braced Teo’s legs, her arms tight with strain. Beside her, Raishal dropped to her knees, shouting for Veddis to hold on, for Teo to hurry.


    Veddis must have jumped and lost his footing, tired from helping Raishal and Kiran, blinded by the lightning. But Teo had only to cast to save him—even the weakest of mages possessed enough ikilhia for a lifting spell, surely he would—


    A snakelike limb lined with glowing red spikes whipped out of the fog and curled around Veddis’s legs. In an eyeblink he was gone, ripped off the stone and yanked screaming into the fog. Kiran threw himself forward, tearing at his barriers.


    Too late. The shock of violent death blasted through the aether, the hallmark of ikilhia forcibly taken.


    In the fog, vast bodies rolled and thrashed. Blood gouted up to spatter black on the stone. Raishal shrieked in anguish, plunging forward with her knife drawn as if she meant to throw herself into the chasm and do battle. Sivyan caught her and forced her back, shouting at her.


    Teo lay frozen on the stone, hands still outstretched.


    “Why didn’t you cast?” The cry burst from Kiran, propelled by horror. But he was equally at fault. Why hadn’t he ripped down his barriers the instant he saw Veddis in danger?


    Teo leaped up, jumping at Kiran before he could even flinch. Hands closed like manacles on Kiran’s biceps. Another searing flash of lightning illuminated Teo’s face, twisted in animal fury, mere inches from Kiran’s own.


    “This is your doing.” Teo’s hands tightened, forcing Kiran toward empty air. They were teetering right on the chasm’s brink. Kiran had no leverage to fight; he feared any attempt to break free of Teo would result in both of them tumbling into the hunters’ grasp. All that remained of his barriers was the barest scrim of power holding his ikilhia in check—and the terrible, insistent pull had redoubled in strength, fueled by Veddis’s death. His entire body yearned toward the fog and the hungry creatures within. He could not cast and resist the summons at the same time.


    Come to us, child, and no more blood will be spilled, no more lives fed upon.


    Clear as if Dev stood right beside him, Kiran heard him snarl, Don’t you fucking dare roll over.


    Kiran yelled at Teo, “Zadikah believes you refuse to cause harm. Was that another lie?”


    Teo made a raw, awful noise. His hands dropped from Kiran’s arms. To his horror, Kiran found himself leaning toward the emptiness below, his balance giving way.


    New hands grabbed him, no gentler than Teo’s, jerking him higher on the rock. A blow knocked Kiran to the stone, and then Raishal was leaning over him, her knife cold against his throat.


    “You will not go to them, Ninavel man.” Her voice was so thick with grief and anger he could barely understand her. “You will not escape me so easily. My husband is dead because of you. You will tell me why, and then I will decide what fate you deserve.”


    His muscles twitched with the blind urge to crawl back to the chasm. Kiran shut his eyes, shaking with the effort of holding still, sick with the memory of Veddis’s scream. “I don’t want to go to them. But they’re calling me, and it’s so hard to fight. Leave me and climb. I don’t want anybody else to die.”


    Angry voices argued, and his arms were yanked over his head. He was dragged up the rock, stone rasping painfully against his exposed skin. Kiran barely noticed. All his concentration was devoted to the silent, desperate battle within.


    Someone shoved a vial against his lips. “Swallow,” Teo said in his ear, cold and hard. “You can’t go to them if you aren’t conscious.”


    Dev spoke again in his mind. If you’re unconscious, you won’t know what they do to you. What if Raishal changes her mind and kicks you right off this rock?


    But Kiran couldn’t keep fighting much longer. His ikilhia was spiraling out of control, his barriers thinning to a wisp on the verge of dissipating. Warning halos distorted his vision. He swallowed liquid that tasted of bitter oranges. A slow, spreading numbness took him; he surrendered gratefully. Here there was no guilt, no fear, only darkness.
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    * * *


    


    (Dev)


    


    “I want icelight powder and oil of soleius, now. Or I’ll fire this into a spot you won’t like.” I aimed the hackbut straight at the groin of the owl-eyed young Seranthine before me. We stood among ranks of stone shelves. Hundreds of shelves, extending far beyond the ability of my little glowlight charm to illuminate them, and every one was one jam-packed with tins and jugs and jars. I’d no idea of the order, and while I’d carefully memorized the Varkevian script for the herbs I sought, I couldn’t read any of the storeroom’s other labels.


    So I’d made sure to bring someone who could. The collegium’s outer hallways and courtyards were clogged with scholars milling about like goats trapped in a slaughter pen, all babbling in Varkevian and goggling at the fiery glow still painting the sky from the Khalat’s wall wards. I’d picked this scholar out for his scrawny build, his wrists bare of charms, and the healer’s crest on his rumpled robe. One look at the blood coating my robe and the hackbut in my good hand, and he’d gone sallow and obeyed my every order. He’d stayed nice and quiet, too, beyond a shocked exclamation at the fireworks show when I breached the storeroom’s wards.


    Now he bobbed his curly head without so much as a murmur and scurried down the alley between shelves, darting nervous little glances back at me. I followed and tried to look like I knew what the hell I was doing with the hackbut. I wasn’t even sure the Shaikar-cursed thing would fire if I squeezed the lever or if it’d blow up in my face. Give me a proper dragonclaw or boneshatter charm any day.


    The scholar took a jar from the shelf and held it out with shaking hands.


    I peered at the label. And stepped back, aiming the hackbut for the scholar’s heart. “Nice try.” Whatever was in that jar, it wasn’t icelight or soleius. “I’ll give you one more chance. Fuck with me again, and I’ll kill you rather than waste more time.”


    He stammered a frantic apology, but I caught a glint of something harder in his eyes. Maybe not so much the scared roundtail as he’d seemed. Damn it, I’d never been good at picking marks. Like fighting, it was a skill I hadn’t needed to practice back when my partner Jylla could read people as easily as I could climb city walls. Three sentences from her, and she’d have had this little weasel panting to find everything she needed and personally escort her out of the Khalat.


    What I lacked in skill I made up for in determination. I kept the hackbut steady and my glare as ferocious as any I’d seen on a ganglord’s deathdealer.


    “Icelight. Now.”


    The scholar scurried deeper into the storeroom. When he held out another jar, the label matched the script Teo had shown me.


    I didn’t take the jar. “Find the oil of soleius.” With my right hand still a fat, throbbing lump, I wasn’t going to risk holding anything but the hackbut before I was ready to run. I was tempted to ask for arrowleaf for my hand as Zadikah had suggested, but I didn’t know the Varkevian script for it, and I was horribly conscious of time slipping past. I kept imagining Gavila and her kin charging straight through the collegium like an avalanche speeding down a mountainside to crush me.


    The scholar pulled a fat flask off another shelf. When I checked the label, it looked right. I wished I could check the contents—Teo had described the smell and look of what I sought—but all the containers here were ward-sealed. Great for protection against leaking and breakage, not so great for a quick sniff of their contents.


    “Put flask and jar into one of those satchels by the door.” There’d been a whole stack of battered but serviceable pouches on a table cluttered with empty jars and vials.


    Moving along the shelves, the scholar peeked over his shoulder and quavered out, “I—I don’t understand. That charm you used to break the door wards is worth a fortune. You could have sold it and bought ten times the amount of icelight and soleius you’re stealing.”


    This time, I wasn’t fooled by his timid act. Trying to suss out if I was a total moron, was he?


    “Maybe this escaped your scholarly notice, but I don’t have time to fuck around selling charms.” Though I’d certainly considered it. Racing to reach the collegium, dodging phalanxes of armed guards and shouting, frightened residents, I’d been more than a little tempted to abandon my original plan. But I didn’t know Prosul Akheba like I did Ninavel. Finding a buyer for the wardbreaker and a merchant who sold rare herbs in decent quantities would take time that my gut insisted Kiran and I couldn’t afford.


    We reached the storeroom doors, which I’d left closed. I didn’t hear any muffled yells or thumping of feet from the hall beyond.


    The scholar stuffed flask and jar into a satchel and buckled the straps. His hands were shaking again; he almost knocked over a rack of empty vials with his elbow. “Will you at least tell me what’s happening outside? I know someone’s attacking, but who, and why?”


    If I were in his place, I’d be a mess of nerves too. “The Khalat’s about to have a change of leadership, is all. It’s the Zhan-davi who’ve got to worry for their lives, not you Seranthines. The new ruling house will want to keep the profit the collegium brings.”


    He jerked like I’d shoved a piton up his ass, and I realized my mistake. Either he was Zhan-davi himself—though his scruffy robe and his lack of charms didn’t exactly speak of a ruling house’s wealth—or he cared about somebody else who was. I should’ve known better than to say anything. I was tired and getting sloppy because of it.


    “Put the satchel down and kick it over to me.” The ward-sealed jar and flask inside wouldn’t break unless a mountain fell on them.


    He turned, satchel in his hands—and threw it straight at me. I dodged and squeezed the hackbut’s lever. It went off, all right; the blast about burst my eardrums. The shot didn’t hit the scholar but the rack of unsealed, empty vials beside him. They shattered, glass shards flying everywhere. He yelled and ducked. I threw the hackbut aside and snatched up the satchel.


    Before I could get to the door, the idiot jumped me. We hit the ground with him clawing at my torso, trying to get at my belt knife. But while I might be no match for a desert-tough clan warrior, I was more than strong enough to beat the snot out of a city-soft scholar. I bashed my head into his nose, kneed him in the groin, and threw him off.


    He scrabbled away in a frantic, crabbed crawl, blood pouring down his face. I didn’t follow. Tempting as it was to stomp him flat, that’d only waste more precious time. A hasty check of the satchel’s contents showed me jar and flask still safely inside. I slung on the satchel and dashed out the door.


    The corridor beyond was empty. Moonlight flooded the hall from unshuttered windows high in the marble walls. I raced past inset carvings of thick-leafed trees and flowering herbs, heading for the staircase that led to the tower’s outer doors. My mind was already jumping ahead to the problem of how to downclimb off the Khalat with only one working hand. Getting over that first blank section of cliff would require a rappel and a swinging traverse…


    I reached the tower stair and skidded to a halt. Pounding up the steps were five clanfolk, their wrists and palms glittering with charms. Among them were the wizened oldster who’d traded me and Kiran the poisoned water, and that fox-faced bitch Gavila.


    I reversed course so fast I nearly lost my footing, but they saw me. Eager howls echoed off the marble. I sprinted back down the hallway, summoning my memory of Yashad’s maps. I had to lose the black-daggers before I tried to get back down the cliffs; that first rappel wasn’t going to be a speedy endeavor.


    I dodged left down a side corridor, right down another, and pounded down a set of stairs that ended in an open arch. The high-walled courtyard beyond held a giant alabaster sculpture of a woman standing on an open book with her cupped hands raised high. I raced around the sculpture, praying the damn courtyard had an exit and not just a statue.


    There—a warded gate! I snatched for the wardbreaker in my robe. The charm couldn’t have much magic left, but I didn’t need much. The gate wards were only a thin scrawl of lines barely visible in the moonlight. I could’ve shattered them in a heartbeat in my Tainted days.


    My questing fingers found nothing in the robe’s inner pocket. Fuck, where was the charm? I pawed at myself, frantic, feeling for metal—and remembered the scholar clawing at me as we’d rolled on the storeroom floor.


    He hadn’t been going for my knife, but my wardbreaker. Probably hoping he could use it to sneak out of the Khalat and save his own skin. That goat-fucking little weasel!


    Like a plunge into icy lakewater, I saw with sudden clarity just how strung out I really was. I’d heard of this happening to outriders caught in storms high on the Whitefires’ peaks. Tired, injured, they started making mistakes. Sneaky ones, so small each error seemed trivial, but one after another, those mistakes nudged them on a path leading straight into Shaikar’s hells.


    No matter how inevitable that fate, every outrider I knew would fight to change it until their last breath, and I was no different. I leaped at the wall beside the gate. Plenty of cracks between the stone blocks, but the fingers of my right hand wouldn’t close. I grabbed hold with my good hand and pulled up, but the moment I tried to reach for a higher hold, I fell off.


    No other way out of the courtyard, and the black-daggers had already reached the stairs. Their yells were echoing out the arch. I had mere instants before they found me.


    I ripped open the satchel, grabbed the jar of icelight powder, and tossed it high. I might not be able to climb, but there was nothing wrong with my aim. The jar clinked safely into the statue-woman’s cupped hands some twenty feet overhead. I did the same with the flask of soleius oil. If I made it past the black-daggers, I could circle back for the herbs, but fuck if I was going to let Gavila take both them and me.


    I barely got the satchel back on before the black-daggers poured out of the arch. Their cries spiraled higher as they spotted me. I twisted and jinked and weaved with all the speed I possessed, trying to dodge through them and reach the arch, but it was no good. The five of them cornered me with the coordinated, deadly efficiency of a direwolf pack, and then Gavila and the oldster hung back while the other three jumped me. They were no scrawny scholars. Mere heartbeats later I was face-down on the stone with my arms pushed up my back right to the breaking point.


    The oldster ripped the satchel off me and pawed through it. He said something sharply guttural to Gavila.


    She gripped my hair and yanked my head up. “Where are the herbs you came to steal?”


    I spat out, “This is the biggest mistake you’ll ever make. Remember how my friend killed your kin just by touching them? He’s a blood mage, Gavila. You fuck with me, and he’ll make sure you and your entire clan die in agony.”


    She grinned at me like a sandcat ready to play with its catch. “Your friend is clever, I’ll give you that. The red-horned hunters sought him tonight, did you know? Yet Shaikar sent me a vision not an hour since…” She caressed the bronze loops of the devil-ward charm at her throat. “It seems he escaped onto unhallowed ground.”


    I felt like she’d dropped a boulder on me. The red-horned hunters after Kiran? Mother of maidens—but she’d said he escaped. I had to cling to that. What of the others? I cringed to think of Raishal, Veddis, and Teo dead, but it was worse yet to picture Kiran stuck alone in the desert, no healer to help him, getting sicker by the moment, maybe deciding he had no option but to contact Ruslan. My body quivered with the urge to fight the bastards sitting on me, futile though I knew it to be. I’d only end up with my arms broken.


    Gavila said, “But Shaikar and his children are cleverer by far than any mortal mage. Days before the hunters were loosed, my dreams sent me here. Right where I could gain the perfect lure to draw your friend back into their reach.”


    “You think a blood mage like him gives a damn for the life of a man like me?”


    Gavila’s head tilted. “It wasn’t you I meant. He needs the herbs you came for, and badly, or you would never have taken such risks to steal them.”


    I could’ve ripped out my own tongue. Another mistake, just when I couldn’t afford any more. “Good luck finding them. You think I was dumb enough to work alone in this? Those herbs are already on their way to the desert.”


    The oldster said to Gavila, “He was seen heading for the storeroom with a scholar. An initiate healer.”


    “Find that healer,” Gavila ordered the oldster. He hurried off.


    I thought at the scholar, Take that, you thieving weasel, but part of me felt a little sorry for him. I’d probably have tried the same trick in his place. Hopefully he had the sense to get out of the Khalat fast enough the black-daggers wouldn’t find him.


    Gavila let go of my hair. “We’ll find the herbs. You, I have another use for. I hear you come from Ninavel. Perhaps you were born there, yes?” She lifted the devil-ward charm off her neck and leaned toward me. I wrenched against the hands holding me and nearly blacked out from pain. The clansmen sitting on me weren’t giving an inch.


    Gavila yanked my head up again and set the charm to my forehead.


    Deep in my mind, something twitched in the dead void where the Taint had once lived. New shock flooded me. I strained for that phantom ember, my heart pounding. With the Taint, I could rip these warriors right off of me, I could—


    Gavila pulled back the charm. The bronze loops were glowing faintly as if heated from within, though the metal had felt cool against my skin.


    “I thought as much,” she said. “Tonight has been a good hunt indeed.”


    The void in my head was perfectly, devastatingly dead again. “What do you want with me?” But I was afraid I knew. I remembered the Tainted children Vidai had killed to fuel his power. The demon in the cirque had said, Some of you rats born on our threshold have souls scarred by our fire, enough that I can touch you, use your lives as timbers.


    Gavila only grinned, exultant and mocking, and barked out a command to the men holding me. They bound my arms with wire that itched and tingled as it dug into my skin, warning of a warding charm.


    They dragged me to my feet and marched me back through the healers’ tower and out into the collegium’s main courtyard, which was still crowded with scholars. The Seranthines all melted back from us with frightened little cries, as if the black-daggers were a gang of fucking blood mages.


    I was still wearing my scholar’s robe. If the Seranthines thought I was one of them, and I could shame them into action…


    “Cowards!” I yelled. “Only five of them and a hundred of you—”


    That earned me a blow hard enough to make everything go red and hazy for a while. When my head cleared, I found myself being dragged through the elaborately carved arch that marked the edge of the collegium’s grounds. No scholars around now. No more chance to yell, either. The black-daggers had cut off my scholar’s robe and bound a gag in my mouth.


    The wardglow on the outer walls had died, but the leaping red glare of ordinary fire surrounded the Zhan-davi’s towers, accompanied by a clamor of celebratory yells. If the Khalat wasn’t Yashad’s already, it soon would be.


    “Gavila!” Zadikah strode out from between two squat, darkened towers. Gavila stepped forward to meet her, knife drawn, a charm glittering in her other palm.


    “Zadikah. Should you not be celebrating your victory?”


    Had she come for my sake? Stupid of me to hope, but I couldn’t help it.


    Zadikah halted just out of Gavila’s reach. “I want to know why you helped provide our victory. What did this man’s enemy offer you to make you lick his boots so eagerly?”


    Gavila frowned at Zadikah like she was an errant toddler. “We serve only Shaikar. Had you bothered to listen to Nasham, she told you what reward he will grant us. But you were ever a stubborn fool.”


    Zadikah’s teeth showed. “I never thought you were a fool, yet here you are. You’re being used, Gavila. Not by gods but by some rich Ninavel sivayyah seeking advantage. What honor lies in that?”


    Gavila was way too much the fanatic for this to work. But if Zadikah could just give me an opening to run, then even bound and gagged, I’d make the most of it.


    “What of your honor?” Gavila demanded. “This man and his friend murdered your kin. Anki, Sovvaj, Hadak, Varan, Jaidash—their bones lie bleaching in the sun, their lovers and children wailing for vengeance, yet you merrily help their killers as if your clan-brothers’ lives meant nothing.”


    “Anki dead?” Zadikah blurted in pure, unguarded surprise. “How?”


    I shut my eyes, cursing Gavila, cursing myself for not telling Zadikah more about the black-daggers’ attack when I could’ve had a chance to explain properly.


    “You didn’t know?” Gavila was all shocked sympathy. “Ah, Zadikah. I think you were the one being cruelly used.”


    “How did they die?” Zadikah’s knife hand trembled with tension. “These two sivayyah are no fighters. You can’t expect me to believe they could kill five strong warriors. Unless—” She checked, a quick breath. “Kiran warned me his amulet bears a kill-strength warding. Oh, I see it now. You ordered them to take the amulet from him, didn’t you? You greedy little nybadduk—”


    “No,” Gavila said, hard and flat. “We took nothing. We were careful not to maim them, touched none of their possessions—and this Kiran you speak of, he ripped away five men’s lives in a heartbeat. He is a mage, Zadikah. A murderer and a liar, and you have left him with your precious Teo.”


    The clansmen holding me muttered darkly in agreement. I worked frantically at the gag with my tongue, trying to dislodge it enough I could speak.


    Zadikah took a lurching step back. “Kiran can’t be a mage. I attacked him myself, held a knife to his throat, and I yet live.”


    “Because he needed you,” Gavila said, all sweetness again. “His friend was ill, in desperate need of a healer, and he dared not cast lest he bring the children of Shaikar to his scent.”


    “Kiran is sick,” Zadikah said. “Without the herbs Dev came to seek, he’ll die. What mage would let himself die without casting?” But her voice was strained, her shoulders stiff. She was starting to believe.


    If I could just get this fucking gag off, I could tell her that Teo was in danger all right, but not from Kiran. Gavila had set the demons on his trail, knowing that everyone Zadikah loved was right there with him, without a care for who might die. I tried to yell as much, but could only manage a string of gargled noises.


    Zadikah’s burning gaze settled on me. But when she spoke, it was to Gavila. “If Kiran is a mage, then you’re ten times the fool I thought you. You invite ruin. Not just for yourself, but all the clan.”


    Gavila said, serious again, “I know it. But great rewards do not come without great risk. I know you don’t believe I’m god-spoken. But you wish to keep Teo and your other friends safe, yes? I can ensure this, if you will only listen to me.”


    Zadikah crossed her arms. “Go on.”


    Oh, gods. Gavila would turn Zadikah against Kiran, and he wouldn’t know to be wary. I shook my head wildly, heaving against the clansmen’s grip, uncaring of pain.


    Gavila snapped an order at my captors. They dragged me away across the darkened square, for all I tried to fight them and yell through the gag. Zadikah didn’t look once at me. Her head was bent to Gavila’s. All I could do was pray that Khalmet would favor Kiran, if he wouldn’t favor me. Yet all I could see was the image of outriders lost in a storm, mistakes building up like soft, deadly snowflakes to bury them.


    
      

      [bookmark: _Toc432273028]Chapter Eleven

    


    


    (Kiran)


    


    Kiran woke, cold, his muscles cramped. The sun was rising, the sky a blazing tapestry of crimson and gold. For a bleary moment he couldn’t think why he was lying on a broad, barren summit of stone without even a blanket.


    Memories surfaced, vivid and terrible. His head rang with Veddis’s final scream. Kiran shot upright, his ikilhia flaring wild in reaction.


    But no summons pulled at his body, no magic swirled in the aether. The world beyond his barriers felt as calm and silent as the cool morning air. Looking out over spires and mushrooms of rock tipped with the sun’s first fire, he saw no hint of demonic hunters, not even a wisp of fog. He sensed two sparks of nathahlen ikilhia, quite close: Raishal and Sivyan were curled back to back under a single blanket beside Teo’s pack.


    Raishal looked years older than she had the day before. Lines of grief and anger were graven deep on her still face, the rich copper of her skin dulled as if dusted with ash. Even in sleep, the spark of her ikilhia flared and guttered in distress.


    A short distance away, Teo moved through an oddly repetitive series of postures. He knelt, touched his forehead to the stone, stood, stretched his hands to the sky, knelt again…it had the air of ritual. A prayer, perhaps, but if so, it did not appear to be bringing Teo any peace. His body held such tension the effect was of a silent, unceasing scream.


    Kiran’s initial burst of panicked energy drained away to leave body and heart leaden. More memories assaulted him: Veddis’s easy amiability, the playful joy captured in his carvings, his tenderness with Raishal, his eyes softening when he spoke of their unborn child…


    The child. Kiran leaned toward Raishal. He couldn’t distinguish any separate pulse of life within her, but he never had before. An unborn nathahlen was too faint an ember for him to sense through the obstruction of his barriers. Yet the fear wouldn’t leave him, huge and terrible: he’d killed her husband. What if the stress of Veddis’s death and the exertion of the climb meant Raishal lost her child, too? Kiran edged closer and reached a tentative finger for her brow. If he touched her, then he could discover if the baby still lived. He was afraid to learn otherwise and yet compelled to find out.


    “Get away from her!”


    Teo was advancing on him. Kiran scrambled back and spread his hands in apology.


    “I only wanted to know if her child was all right.”


    “The child lives. Not that it matters to you, so stop pretending.”


    At least the weight of Raishal’s grief need not grow heavier. “It’s not a pretense. I never wanted any of you hurt.” I did my best to save you, Kiran wanted to protest, but that wasn’t true. If Dev’s memories were to be believed, he’d once sacrificed all hope of safety to save the lives of convoy folk he didn’t even know. Yet last night he’d watched the murder of a man who’d helped and sheltered him, and done nothing.


    Had Ruslan so successfully changed him by the mere act of taking memories? This was not the kind of man he wanted to be.


    “We must talk,” Teo said, clipped and cold. “Come away. I gave Raishal and Sivyan a tincture to help them sleep, but that was hours ago. Raishal, especially, must rest while—while she can—” Teo turned his back on Kiran. He strode across the dome’s gently curved summit to where a scattering of rounded boulders sat like marbles carelessly abandoned by some passing giant.


    Kiran followed, his throat hard and hurting. He couldn’t think of a single thing to say that wouldn’t be salt in Teo’s wounds. After Ruslan killed his lover Alisa, he must have endured similar pain. How had he survived it?


    Hatred. That was how he’d endured. Dev had told him so, and he’d seen it himself in Dev’s memories. He’d channeled all his rage and grief into a hatred of Ruslan so intense he’d preferred any fate, no matter how terrible, to remaining with his master.


    Remembering Teo’s face distorted with fury, his hands forcing Kiran toward the chasm’s edge, Kiran suspected Teo was choosing the same path. Except it wasn’t Ruslan he hated. Kiran’s stomach knotted. He still needed Teo’s help. But after Veddis, Kiran could not bear to force that help with tactics Ruslan would applaud. No more threats. He must convince Teo. No matter how impossible that seemed in the face of Teo’s bitter anger.


    Teo halted behind a wine-red moon of a boulder large enough to block the sleeping women from view. He’d regained a measure of control; when he turned to Kiran, his face was a brittle mask. Beyond him stood the wickedly tapered spires of the horns, still gray in the dome’s shadow.


    Kiran hurried to ask, “What about Sivyan’s brother?” The horns were too far away to spot a human figure on the rock, or for Kiran to sense any flicker of life.


    Teo said, “After the fog vanished and the sand stopped glowing, Sivyan’s whistles were answered, so we think Idryk lives. I convinced Sivyan to wait before venturing off this summit. I sense no trace of the hunt, but…” He shrugged. “You’re the one with knowledge more reliable than ancient legends. Must we fear that the moment we set foot on the sand, the hunters will return?”


    The desert looked empty in the dawn light. Strangely empty. Peering down off the dome, Kiran saw only stone and wind-smoothed sand. The clumps of spinebrush he’d crashed through, the cactus and sprawling tangles of poisonvine—all were gone. No scrap of vegetation remained, as if the entire valley had been scoured clean of life. Remembering the hunters’ gibbering howls, Kiran shuddered.


    “I know far less than I’d like, but the demon who warned me spoke of the hunt rising with the moon. We may be safe while the moon is gone from the sky. From those beasts in the fog, at least.” He wasn’t so sure about the hunt’s masters, the ssarez-kai. After last night, the demons must know exactly where he was, and Vidai’s demon-fueled attacks in Ninavel had not been limited to times the moon was high. But then, Ninavel’s confluence was so massive the city’s aether was a continual maelstrom of magic regardless of the season or hour.


    Struck by realization, he looked up at Teo. “Every time I’ve seen a demon, it was on ground possessed of some natural magic, either confluence or earth-current. If the current in the valley below has subsided to its usual meager flow, we could pick a route that avoids it, and cross out of the valley before nightfall to reach desert wholly devoid of magic. That may keep us safe.”


    “Us.” Teo freighted the word with such viciousness it was like a slap. “We go nowhere with you. It’s you who are pursued by demons and mages. That you could imagine I would risk losing Raishal, after Veddis—” He turned away again, as if he could not bear to show Kiran his grief.


    Kiran said, “Let me help you keep her safe. You know the strength of my ikilhia. Even through my barriers, I’d wager I can sense more deeply than you. I can find the safest route.”


    Teo rounded on him, glaring. “Safest is if Raishal, Sivyan, and I stay right here on this dome until you’ve left this valley and drawn your enemies after you.”


    “Dev is on his way from Prosul Akheba right now, with icelight and soleius oil in hand.” Oh, how Kiran hoped that was true, that Dev was safe. He kept remembering the silver-sweet voice in his mind saying, The lives you claimed for your own will be forfeit. “The moment you provide me a cure, I’ll run as fast and far from you as I can. Until then, please—you don’t understand what’s at stake. I—”


    “I understand Raishal and her child—Veddis’s child!—are in danger every moment they remain in your presence, and I will not abandon them for you.” Teo clasped his hands together before his chest, the knuckles pale with pressure, as if he hoped to squeeze his anger back under control. “When I first met you, I thought your soul poisoned by your power. Yet after I saw the depth of your friendship with Dev, I wondered if I’d misjudged you. If Dev’s faith in you isn’t misplaced—if arrogance hasn’t yet eaten all your humanity—then you will heed me and leave us.”


    Listening, thorns stabbed Kiran’s heart. “I don’t want you in any more danger. But if I leave you when I’m not yet healed—”


    “Prosul Akheba is only two days away. Even without the icelight and soleius, I can prepare doses that should let you meet Dev and reach the city before you sicken to the point of collapse. The Khalat is a bulwark of inert rock far more massive than this dome. Within its walls you can find safety while the scholars of the collegium help you.”


    The ache of Kiran’s sympathy urged him to yield to Teo’s plea, but Teo didn’t know about the war that might still rage in the Khalat. Dev’s message had been insistent that the collegium was not a good option. And what of the demon’s claim that Ruslan had already made some bargain with the ssarez-kai?


    “If I don’t stop my former master, he’ll murder every man, woman, and child in Alathia to punish their Council for—for denying him something he wanted.” Kiran couldn’t bring himself to admit aloud that those deaths would be on his account too. “You’ve dedicated yourself to preserving lives and never causing harm. You must see how terrible such a massacre would be. Dev and I have so little time to prevent disaster. What if I waste it all in finding another healer?” His breath came short at the thought. “I can’t risk that. I can’t. I know you don’t understand, so let me show you. I’ll throw my mind open to you and prove I’m not lying.”


    No one had taken his belt knife while he lay unconscious. He ripped the blade free of its sheath and offered it to Teo, his other hand extended palm up. With blood contact, neither he nor Teo would need to release their barriers to see each other’s minds.


    Teo recoiled as if the knife were made of magefire. “No!”


    “It’s not casting,” Kiran said, exasperated. “It’s no different than using your mage-sight to view my ikilhia, and I know you’ve done that.”


    “Do you think me a fool? Allowing you within my soul’s gates would let you bind me without alerting your enemies.”


    “I wouldn’t do that.” Kiran truly hadn’t considered it. Although now the idea had been suggested, a ruthlessly practical part of him whispered, A binding would solve much.


    As if he could hear Kiran’s thoughts, Teo gave a jagged laugh. “You wouldn’t? Now there’s a lie. You warned me when we first met: you’re so desperate you’ll say anything, do anything…sacrifice anyone.”


    Stung, Kiran snapped, “It’s easier to blame me, isn’t it? That way, you don’t have to face that you—” He choked off the rest, appalled at himself. He wasn’t Ruslan, to enjoy twisting a knife in a wounded man.


    “You’re wondering why I didn’t cast,” Teo said, harsh and constricted. “Why I didn’t save him.”


    Yes, Kiran was. “I know you loved Veddis. Whatever your reason, it must be compelling.”


    “I vowed,” Teo said. “A sacred vow, made before Nakoali the soul-eater, oldest and darkest goddess of my people, that I would never again cast. Should I break it, she will spurn me after my death, leaving my soul to fray into madness, forever trapped in the rotting remnants of my flesh. For ten long years I have kept that vow. Yet now I wish I had possessed the courage to damn my soul by breaking it.”


    Kiran was silent. He would have broken such an oath in a heartbeart. But easy for him to say, when he had no hope of gods or life beyond death.


    “You vowed.”


    Kiran jumped and turned. Raishal was standing mere feet away, one hand braced on a boulder. How long had she been listening? Kiran had been so focused on Teo he hadn’t noticed the dim glimmer of her ikilhia.


    Teo said shakily, “You should be resting.”


    “Because of the yeleran you gave us?” Raishal’s expression was as hard as the boulder she leaned against. “After we sang the death-chant for Veddis, I wanted to remember his life before I took the yeleran. To go into sleep seeing him, not his death. But no matter how I tried, I couldn’t blot out the memory. Over and over I saw the hunters take him, every spatter of his blood burning into my mind, every sound, things I never noticed at the time…like what Kiran shouted at you.”


    Oh, no. Why didn’t you cast? he’d yelled, without any thought for who might hear.


    Teo paled to the yellow of old bone. “Raishal—”


    “I thought I must have misheard. Yet then I thought of how odd you’ve been around Kiran since the day Zadikah brought him to us. How tense, how angry. I puzzled over it until I thought I’d go mad. I didn’t take your tincture. I pretended to sleep so I might hear what happened between you and Kiran when he woke and you thought yourself alone. I wanted answers, and now I have them.”


    Kiran had thought he’d seen her angry last night. But her fury when she’d held a knife to his throat was nothing compared to the searing inferno of her gaze on Teo.


    She said, “You’re mages. Both of you.”


    If she felt any fear in confronting them, Kiran saw no trace of it. Either she was far bolder than even Dev, or—more likely—she’d never before encountered a mage, didn’t understand as a native of Ninavel would exactly how dangerous even a lesser mage could be.


    Teo was shaking his head desperately. “I was once. I’m not any longer.”


    He might want to believe that, but he must know that mere words could not make it true. While his ikilhia still burned, such a statement was as ridiculous as announcing, I’m not a man any longer, I’m a tree.


    “Stop lying to me!” Raishal’s shout whipcracked off the stone. “I heard what you said just now. You had the power to save Veddis. You chose not to use it.”


    Teo shut his eyes, his breathing gone ragged, and the agony harrowing his face—


    “Don’t,” Kiran blurted, desperate to stop their love from crumbling to ash before his eyes. “Raishal, don’t blame him. He hadn’t cast in years, and it happened so fast. Save your anger for me.”


    Raishal turned her molten, furious gaze on him. “Oh, there’s blame enough for both of you. Tell me this: if it had been Dev in danger, would you have cast to save him?”


    Yes. Kiran knew it, bone-deep. He never would have hesitated, even though it meant Ruslan found him or demons took him. Guilt stabbed him deeper yet. Veddis’s life hadn’t been of less worth than Dev’s. He threw a helpless glance at Teo, searching for an answer that wouldn’t cause further pain.


    “Look at him, Teo,” Raishal said. “The answer’s plain, for all he doesn’t want to say it. Whatever his lies, he knows more of love and loyalty than you. What were Veddis and Zadi and I in your eyes? Amusements? Playthings to be used and cast aside?”


    “No,” Teo protested. “Raishal, never. You know that’s not true. I love you. I loved Veddis too—”


    “You know nothing of love. Nothing, if you could imagine even for a heartbeat that your soul meant more than Veddis’s life. I would have ripped my soul out and fed it to Shaikar himself if I could have stayed the hunters.” Raishal dashed aside tears.


    Teo reached toward her, a helpless, involuntary movement. She jerked back, one hand going protectively to her belly. “To think I was so worried Zadikah’s lies would destroy the love between you, when yours prove you never loved her at all.” She drew herself up and spat between forked fingers at him. “Ashavas khabek andari vas.”


    Teo cried out as if she’d stabbed him. “Raishal, no—”


    “Our ties are severed,” she said, enunciating each word with bleak, brutal clarity. “You are no longer welcome in my house. Either of you.” Her gaze flicked to Kiran, hot as a brand, then back to Teo. “I don’t care where you go, so long as your path isn’t mine.”


    Kiran stammered, aghast, “But, your child…you need him, Raishal.” He needed Teo’s help, but even so, he had to stop this.


    With venomous contempt, she said, “Do you imagine he is the only person in the clanlands who knows herbs and birthing? Sivyan will find me better help. I would suffer even a Shaikar-loving black-dagger’s touch over his.”


    “We should at least stay together until we leave the valley,” Kiran pleaded. “Without us, you won’t know the safest route. We need to stay on ground devoid of natural magic.” If he could just keep Raishal and Teo together, maybe travel would do for them what it had done for him and Dev: blunt the edges of anger and allow them to reach a new understanding.


    Raishal only snapped, “I’m going to wake Sivyan.” She vanished behind the boulder.


    Teo had his hands over his face. His breathing was hoarse and broken. After a short, helpless silence, Kiran said, “Give her time.” He hated how unconvincing the words sounded. “When I first met Dev, I hid my nature from him, and people died because of it. When Dev found out what I was, he was just as furious as Raishal is now. He despised me. I thought that would never change, but it did.”


    Teo dropped his hands. His eyes were red-rimmed and wild. “What did she mean about Zadikah lying?”


    Kiran had the sudden, powerful urge to run. Somewhere, anywhere, where he would not cause more damage.


    “You’ll have to ask her,” he said.


    Teo drew his belt knife. “Give me your hand.”


    “What?” Kiran stared at him. He couldn’t mean—


    “You said you’d open your mind to me. I want to see your memories.”


    “I thought you were afraid I’d bind you.” When Kiran had offered before, he’d been thinking solely of Ruslan and demons, so desperate he hadn’t even considered what Teo might learn of Zadikah. Now he cringed to imagine Teo seeing the conversation he’d witnessed between Zadikah and her allies in the slot canyon. Raishal’s rejection was born of grief and anguish. Zadikah had chosen while clear-headed to use Teo in a way she believed he would never condone.


    Teo’s laugh was as lost and wild as his eyes. “I don’t care what you do to me. Not anymore.” He pointed the knife at Kiran. “Last night you promised us truth. Break that promise now, and you’ll have no more help from me unless you cast to force it.”


    He meant it, every word. Blazing off his ikilhia was the reckless abandon of a man who’d lost all hope of the future. Kiran hesitated, torn. That one conversation in the slot canyon wasn’t all his memory held. Teo would see Zadikah had been willing to break his trust, but he’d also see how desperate she’d been to avoid hurting him. Zadikah couldn’t possibly view Teo’s actions in such uncompromising terms as Raishal, after the secrets she’d carried and the choices she’d made. If Teo understood that, it might ease his despair.


    Slowly, Kiran extended his hand.


    Teo gripped his wrist. His knife hand was shaking, sunlight flashing off the blade.


    “Let me,” Kiran said quietly. “This rock may be inert, but I don’t want any of our blood spilling on it.” He took the knife and sliced a quick, neat line down his palm. Teo thrust his own hand out, fingers splayed wide. His breath gusted through his teeth in short, sharp pants.


    Kiran didn’t feel much steadier. Now the moment had come, he could think of far too much he didn’t want Teo to see. The delirious joy he’d felt in killing Stevannes; the traitorous tangle of his feelings toward his mage-family; that night with Ruslan and Lizaveta in the study, when he’d—


    Doesn’t matter, Dev’s voice said within. Teo already hates you. Point is, he’ll see Ruslan’s a thousand times worse. Trust me, that’s impossible to miss.


    Kiran hoped so. In an odd way, it felt easier to show the darkest truths of his soul to a relative stranger like Teo. If it were Dev standing before him, even Cara, he didn’t know if he could throw open the gates.


    He cut Teo’s palm. “You’re sure,” he said, glancing up.


    “Show me.” Teo was adamant despite the tremor of his muscles.


    His stomach swooping as if he stepped off a cliff, Kiran clasped Teo’s bloodied hand.


    


    * * *


    


    (Dev)


    


    I startled awake to the sound of arguing voices. I was slumped in the corner of a bare stone room; the voices came from beyond a scuffed, tarnished metal door. A horizontal slit high in the opposite wall let in light that had the pearly, diffuse quality of early morning. A circular plate of iron stamped with blurred Varkevian script was set into the floor’s center, so tightly mated with the stone around it that the crack between was barely visible. A cistern cover, maybe—two fat rings poked out of the iron, so a man might use levers to lift it.


    There weren’t any levers in the room. Or anything else useful either. The windowslit was far too small a gap for even a short, wiry outrider like me to squeeze through. No wardlines spiraled over the door, but I had cause to know it was barred from the outside and guarded by a gang of well-armed black-daggers.


    I hoped the reason Gavila had ordered me stuffed in a cistern room in the Zhan-davi’s guard barracks rather than dragged straight out of the Khalat was that she hadn’t yet realized where I stashed the herbs. If she was still chasing after shadows, that’d give me a little time. But not much, and I hadn’t yet come up with any brilliant ideas on how to escape.


    The arguing outside grew louder, though I couldn’t quite make out words. Three voices—two of them were male, speaking with the guttural accent of clanfolk. The third remained too quiet for me to identify, though every now and then I caught a hint of flinty emphasis.


    I squirmed to a straighter sitting position, groaning at the protest of stiffened muscles. My body felt like it’d been trampled by an entire convoy’s worth of mules. My arms were still bound behind me, my wrists chafed and cut from the warded wire, and the long slice on my chest was a black, crusted mess. My throat was parched and my stomach a growling hollow. At least my scorpion-stung right hand could close again, painful as it was to move my fingers. Before I’d fallen asleep, I’d managed to work the gag out of my mouth. I’d never have thought I could sleep, between the pain of my various injuries and worries over Kiran and demons clamoring loud in my head, but exhaustion had won out. For a few hours, anyway.


    I scowled at the door. The least the loudmouths outside could’ve done was speak distinctly enough I could fool myself with the hope I’d learn something useful.


    The argument was finally dying, the male voices trailing off into reluctant agreement. Metal clanked, startling me all over again. Someone was unbarring the door. I climbed hastily to my feet. Just in case there was a chance to run, though I knew how slim that hope was.


    The door opened, and I got a glimpse of a shadowed portico and a crew of scowling clanfolk. Two men stomped in, shoved me down in front of the iron cistern lid, and tied my bound wrists to one of the protruding rings. I didn’t fight. No point, when it’d only earn me more injuries. But my stomach cramped with nerves. All I could think was the hog-tying meant Gavila had found the thieving scholar, discovered he was herb-less, and meant to ask me some very pointed questions. With charms or even knives.


    When the clansmen backed out the door, it wasn’t Gavila who walked in, but Yashad.


    Hers must have been the quiet but steely voice I’d heard outside. She was no longer playing the role of nondescript, shabby oldster. She wore a layered robe of richly dyed silk, lavender and rose, with a house crest worked in shimmering silver thread on her narrow breast. The crest wasn’t one I recognized. The pattern looked something like a three-pronged tower pierced by a crescent moon.


    I’d remember it. Same as I’d remember how she’d stabbed me in the back. If I survived this, maybe one day I’d get the chance to repay the favor. For now, I swallowed down the insults I wanted to shout. I scented opportunity in this visit. If I’d learned one thing during this summer’s ill-fated visit to Ninavel, it was how to bury rage and make deals with people I hated.


    Yashad made a brusque shooing gesture at the clanfolk crowding the doorway. They hesitated, glancing at each other. I didn’t see Gavila among them. I had the distinct feeling Yashad might be taking advantage of that absence.


    Yashad spoke an imperious phrase in Varkevian. Grudgingly, the black-daggers shut the door on us and clanked the bar into place.


    Yashad pulled a quiet-shroud charm from her robe and sparked it.


    “I can guess what brings you here,” I said, casual as I could manage despite the runaway thump of my heart. If she wanted this conversation kept private, that might be a good sign. Or maybe she meant to use a painbender on me and didn’t want the clanfolk outside to hear my cries. “Anxious to find out what I know of that crescent-moon necklace you wear, are you? I’ve got to tell you, I’m not in much of a sharing mood.”


    The webwork of Yashad’s wrinkles creased deeper in ironic amusement. “Yes, I imagine you’re a little angry with me. You’re still going to share everything you know of my necklace. Shall I show you why?”


    She reached into her robe and pulled out the jar of icelight and flask of soleius oil. “Answer my questions, and Bayyan’s fastest runner will bring these straight to your friend. Refuse, and I give them to Gavila.”


    No surprise that Yashad was clever enough to realize where I’d hidden the herbs. “A tempting offer—if I didn’t know how readily you lie. More likely, if I share a tale of your necklace, you’ll walk out this door and hand the herbs to Gavila anyway. You want a bargain? Cut me free and give me the herbs and some of that arsenal you’ve got hidden under your robe. You can tell Gavila I slipped free of my bonds by some shadow trick and overpowered you.”


    “Do you intend to also overpower the ten black-daggers standing outside? Bayyan told me of your fighting prowess…or lack thereof. No charm I carry can ensure your victory against so many warded opponents. Nor am I such a fool as to infuriate the godspeaker of an entire clan of seasoned warriors before my citadel’s wards are recast. Your freedom’s not on offer here, shadow man. But I’ll gladly send your friend whatever message you wish with the herbs. He can plan your rescue.”


    Fuck, I should’ve known. “You worked out this whole offer with Gavila, didn’t you? You want me to send my friend a plea for help that lures him straight into a trap.” I spat at her feet. “Shaikar take you to his hells.”


    Yashad heaved an exasperated sigh. “I said whatever message you wish. If you don’t want your friend’s help, fine. Warn him off. This is a bargain between you and me alone, not Gavila.”


    Oh gods, I wanted to believe her. The chance to send Kiran a warning about Zadikah was so tempting. Yet the strength of my desire to help him was just what Yashad was counting on.


    “If you think I’ll talk in exchange for nothing more than a vague promise you can happily break, you’re crazier than Gavila.”


    “Shall I give you even more incentive?” Yashad gave me a toothy grin. “Speak now and tell truth, or I send a message to Ruslan Khaveirin in Ninavel.”


    Shit, shit, shit. “If you know who he is, you’ve got to know you don’t want him anywhere near your city.”


    “I’m aware of his reputation,” Yashad said dryly. “It’s one reason I let Gavila take you. If Ninavel’s most terrible mage comes south hunting you, far better if she’s carried you deep into the desert and drawn your friend after her. But I would certainly prefer not to draw a blood mage’s notice at all. Come, shadow man. Think it through. You can’t trust me, no. But without me, you and your friend have no hope of help.”


    Damn her eyes, she was right that I couldn’t afford to let any chances pass. If she wouldn’t give me any charms, maybe she’d at least give me information.


    “How about another show of good faith, first? Tell me where Gavila is and what you know of her plans.” It bothered me that I hadn’t seen Gavila since the conversation with Zadikah. Much as I hoped she was chasing around hunting herbs, I didn’t want to count on it.


    “Now there’s a curious tale,” Yashad said. “Gavila and her warriors volunteered to round up the scholars and keep them under guard in the collegium sept-hall until I could assure the Seranthine matria of my benign intentions and enlist her help in keeping order. Yet I hear from the matria that Gavila stood at the hall doors and touched each entering scholar with the charm she wears. For most, nothing happened, and they were passed into the sept-hall without incident. But for two—one apt-Scholar of metallurgy and one young initiate—the charm glowed. They were bound and taken aside; I believe Gavila is bringing them here now.”


    My suspicions of the night before solidified into dismaying shape. Thinking of the zeal blazing in Gavila’s eyes, so like Vidai’s, I could well imagine her wanting to wield a demon’s power. The demon in the cirque had said it needed the lives of Tainted children to build a “bridge” between himself and Vidai. With no Tainted children within easy reach, Gavila might’ve thought to try formerly Tainted adults instead.


    Yashad’s black eyes sharpened, holding mine. “This means something to you, I see. You asked what I know of Gavila’s plans. Very little, I confess, beyond that she and her kin intend to leave the Khalat today and take you back to their territory. When Gavila returns, I intend to ask her what foolishness she’s playing at in abducting scholars—I have no desire to anger the Seranthines!—but I will ask you now: have you any light to shed on her actions?”


    “She’s looking for people born in Ninavel like I was. You’ve heard the old stories about how the Taint is a demon’s mark, right? Gavila’s crazy enough to believe it. She thinks she can use ex-Tainters somehow to call a demon and make it do her bidding.” That wasn’t entirely accurate, but I wasn’t about to give someone as power-hungry as Yashad a diagram of what Vidai had done. “If you want to keep the Seranthines happy, you’d better reconsider letting Gavila drag scholars out of the Khalat. Whatever her delusions lead her to do, I get the feeling none of us will come out of it alive and smiling. You say Gavila means to take us to her territory, right? If you’re worried about pissing her off, then wait until she’s out of the city before springing an ambush. You can’t tell me a spymistress as smart as you doesn’t know how to cover your tracks.” Even if Yashad only made a grab for the scholars, not me, I could still seize the opportunity.


    “Hah,” Yashad said. “Fanatics do make troublesome allies. I will be curious to hear Gavila’s own answer.”


    A good sign, in a way, that she wasn’t smoothly agreeing to whatever I suggested. Meant she was actually considering the idea. “You want to know just how troublesome an ally, ask Bayyan to check with the warriors he left guarding my friend. The way Gavila was talking last night, I think she sent some kind of attack while we were all busy here.” That was as close as I wanted to get to speaking of the red-horned hunters. If Yashad really was considering an ambush, I didn’t want to spook her.


    “If you’re concerned for your friend, then you have all the more reason to take my offer,” Yashad said. “So, shadow man. Are you ready to speak of my necklace, or shall I leave you to take your chances without my aid?”


    “You said you’d send my friend a message. I want you to tell him anything you find out about Gavila’s plans, warn him to go nowhere near her, and tell him not to trust Zadikah.” Maybe Yashad had no intention of sending any messages, but I was desperate enough to snatch at any sliver of hope.


    Yashad frowned. “Zadikah? Why?”


    “Gavila might be crazy, but she’s awfully good at weaseling people into serving her purpose. Maybe you noticed.”


    Yashad took that little dig in perfect stride, even wheezing out a chuckle. “Nothing more annoying than a clever opponent, is there? Very well, I will send your message. After you tell me where and how you saw a necklace matching mine.”


    “I saw it earlier this season in Ninavel, worn by another shadow man in Sechaveh’s employ. A Varkevian-born immigrant named Pello.”


    Yashad’s amusement died. “Describe him.”


    I did, wondering all the while: was Pello her enemy, her kin, or something else entirely? She’d waited a long time to seek him. Way I’d heard it, he’d come to Ninavel a good twenty years past.


    “Is he in Ninavel still?” Yashad asked.


    I hesitated, but saw no advantage in a lie. “He’s dead. Crushed under a collapsing wall when Julisi district was destroyed earlier this summer—which was Ruslan’s doing, I might add. He struck at an enemy, missed, and didn’t give a damn that he blasted an entire district to ash.”


    “Whereas I imagine Sechaveh was not quite so sanguine,” Yashad said. “I’d wondered why a shadow man would be working against his master’s ally. I begin to see why Sechaveh might risk a rift with his most powerful enforcer. But this Pello…you’re certain he’s dead.”


    “Yeah.” I blinked back the memory of Pello lying in a lake of blood with a bar protruding from his gut and his leg crushed to paste. “I was with him when he died.”


    “Fighting together for Sechaveh.” The quality of Yashad’s stillness hinted at strong emotion roiling beneath her control, but I couldn’t tell whether she was upset that Pello was dead or mad that she hadn’t gotten the chance to kill him herself.


    “Not exactly,” I said. “Pello had been suborned. Forced into working for a man who sought to destroy Ninavel. But at the last, he did what he could—he willingly gave me information that helped save the city.”


    “Suborned.” Yashad leaned forward. “How?”


    Careful, my gut warned. Pello might be dead, but his son Janek was alive, rescued by Cara from his captivity and traveling in her care. I didn’t think it was a good idea for Yashad to learn about Janek. Varkevians put far too much importance on bloodlines. A feud with one man was a feud with all his kin.


    I said cautiously, “Sechaveh’s enemy threatened someone Pello cared about.”


    Yashad’s impassivity crumbled into pained resignation. “The gods’ sense of irony is ever cruel. To think he was so anxious to sever his kin-ties, claiming obligation and love were chains he refused to bear, yet he was so careless as to form a bond that killed him.”


    “He was kin to you?”


    “My sister’s son. Youngest and wildest, too clever and far too ambitious. Ah, the fights he had with me, his matria! He refused to be ruled. So when he ran, I let him go. Our house did not need such a liability. Our fortunes were growing and our blood strong. The house held plenty of other eager youngsters, perhaps not so clever, but far more dutiful…”


    Her bony hands knotted into her robe, and words spilled from her like poison lanced from a wound. “Yet they are gone now. Children and parents alike, all my kin dead but for a few scattered souls who escaped the treachery of our closest allies. Suns-eye House offered to join our two houses in kin-bond, then breached our wards and used jaadhet, the poison-smoke, to murder all who attended our midwinter gods-feast. They sent deathdealers for those few of us detained by business from the feasting. Those who came for me were not so cautious as they should have been, thinking an old woman easy prey, and I survived. I took what coin and charms I could from our vaults before Suns-eye plundered them, and sent my remaining kin into hiding while I came north to secure a new stronghold. And yes, I was foolish enough to hope I might find Pelyrad—Pello, as you call him—and discover if his youthful fire had been tempered into a steadier flame I might use to help raise our house from the ashes. If he still wore his birth-sigil, he did not cast us out from his heart entirely. But you say Shaikar has taken him like all the rest.”


    She released a long, weary sigh. “It is a bitter fate, to outlive all the children that were my house’s future.”


    I was silent, struggling with myself. She’d just handed me the lever I needed to ensure she kept her word and more. Get me free of the black-daggers, and I’ll tell you where to find Pello’s son. Even if she thought I might be lying about Janek, she wouldn’t be able to refuse the hope that I wasn’t, just as I couldn’t refuse the hope of helping Kiran.


    But that lever was a nine-year-old boy who deserved better than to spend his life in service to a ruthless manipulator. I’d never offer Melly to a viper like Yashad. How could I justify doing so with Janek? Even if I refused to honor my word, one hint that a child of her blood yet lived and she’d never rest until she found him.


    Yashad brushed her hands down her robe. Her spine straightened back into regal rigidity. “Forgive an old woman’s maunderings. You’ve answered as I asked, and I do not break all my bargains. I will send your herbs and message to your friend.”


    I didn’t want Kiran to come after me, but neither did I want to be given to demons. Nor did I much like the odds of escaping on my own from warriors who’d proven they knew quite well how to hold a prisoner. Yashad was old, and Cara was taking Janek so far north it’d take years to find him. Maybe I could play a game coy enough to keep him safe. If instead I kept my silence, and Gavila gave me to demons and used Zadikah to trap Kiran—gods, I had to speak.


    “Wait,” I said.


    Yashad turned from the door.


    “Pello has a son,” I said, and heard a dark echo of Pello speaking of sending children to their deaths, telling me with weary, almost pitying certainty, You have the steel in you to do the same.


    
      

      [bookmark: _Toc432273029]Chapter Twelve

    


    


    (Kiran)


    


    Someone was speaking, but the words were little more than distant echoes. Kiran couldn’t spare attention for the world beyond his barriers. He was far too involved in holding his defensive instincts in check while Teo fumbled through his memories.


    It had been obvious from the first that Teo’s claims were true: he hadn’t touched another mage’s mind in a very long time. Blundering through the damaged lacework of Kiran’s past, he was as crude and clumsy as a child new to power, and he seemed to have no concept of how to restrict the contact. Welling dark around the bronze flame of his presence was an ugly jumble of grief and anger and pain that flooded outward in nauseating waves.


    Training urged Kiran to throw up blocks against the inadvertent assault. Temptation whispered he should sneak his own, far subtler tendrils into Teo’s mind and plunder his memories so Kiran might better influence his decisions. Instead, Kiran endured. He held his mind open and did not resist the dark waves buffeting him. If he tried to enforce control, Teo would take it for an attack.


    But oh, it was hard, especially when the welter of emotion coalesced into horrified revulsion. Kiran didn’t know if Teo’s distaste was for him or Ruslan. He didn’t want to see what memories Teo moved through. He never wanted to live those days in Ninavel again.


    More words fell upon his ears, sharper, louder. Without warning, Teo yanked out of Kiran’s mind. The world rushed back in upon Kiran, too loud and too bright. He was on his knees, Teo’s hand no longer in his, sky and stone reeling around him. For a vertiginous instant he feared a convulsion was imminent, but his disorientation was merely the shock of Teo’s graceless withdrawal. Already the world was settling.


    “Raishal?” Teo sounded as dazed as Kiran felt, though he at least had kept his feet. “Did you speak—do you need—?”


    “I said, Sivyan’s brother Idryk has come. No demons rose from the sand to take him when he climbed down off the horn.” Raishal advanced past the boulder. Her anger remained so vivid Kiran could imagine it crackling off her like magefire. Shuffling behind her, wary and worried, were Sivyan and a similarly stocky, amber-eyed young clansman who had Teo’s pack clutched in his tattooed arms.


    Raishal halted. “We three have held council, and we’ve made a decision.”


    With obvious effort, Teo collected himself. “What decision?”


    Kiran peered at him. Had Teo seen enough to understand about Ruslan before Raishal interrupted them? But Teo had regained enough control that Kiran saw little in his reddened eyes beyond exhaustion and grief.


    Raishal said, “I’m going with Sivyan and Idryk to the snake-eaters’ clan-hold. You said last night that staying high on rock offers the best protection from demonkind. The clan-hold is a series of caves in the upper reaches of a cliff, so it should be safe. Especially since we’ll be nowhere near you.” She swept a hand at Kiran and Teo. “Sivyan and Idryk say that you are no longer welcome on their land. They’ll give you enough food and water to reach Prosul Akheba. Then you will go. Both of you.”


    Both? Kiran’s heart leapt in traitorous relief.


    Teo flicked him a glance like the lash of a whip. “I am not hunted,” he protested. “The snake-eaters have no reason to fear me.” He switched over to halting Varkevian, looking between Sivyan and Idryk with his brows angled in appeal.


    Raishal cut him off. “The snake-eaters hold to the old beliefs. Mage-talent means your soul was once touched by Shaikar. Who is to say you will not draw the attention of his children, even if it’s Kiran they truly want?”


    Looking at the uncompromising set of Raishal’s face, Kiran rather suspected she had been the one to make this argument to Sivyan and Idryk. She wanted Teo gone, yet she knew he would not easily leave her.


    Behind Raishal, Idryk and Sivyan nodded in agreement. In anxious, stumbling Kennish, Sivyan said, “Idryk and I help, shai? But you mages go. We want no—” she said something harsh in Varkevian and twisted her fingers in a complex gesture. “Please, you go.”


    Idryk tossed the pack at Teo’s feet and edged back as if he feared Teo might boil his blood rather than pick it up. Teo opened his mouth again, but Kiran hurried to speak first.


    “I’ll gladly leave. But I need one of you to show me a route to Prosul Akheba that will let me intercept Dev and Zadikah. We have to find them and warn them before they reach this valley. If they set foot anywhere near an earth-current, they’ll be in danger. Particularly after moonrise.” Dev bore a binding woven from the ssarez-kai’s own power, and if he walked on ground that demons could reach, Kiran was terrified that binding would draw the ssarez-kai’s attention, acting as a beacon fire in just the way Sivyan and Idryk feared a mage’s ikilhia would.


    And while Kiran wasn’t certain if Zadikah would be traveling with Dev, the suggestion of it might make Teo more amenable to leaving Raishal.


    Sure enough, Teo said, “Raishal, we must warn Zadi—”


    “Zadikah won’t be returning so soon,” Raishal said flatly. “She told me that even if the Khalat was taken according to plan, her allies would need her help for some days afterward. Bayyan will tell her what has happened here.”


    Idryk, following the conversation with the intent frown of a man struggling to piece words into comprehension, announced, “I already send to Bayyan.” He tapped the jeweled copper band of a message charm on his wrist.


    Kiran wasn’t sure how much of the tale Idryk had been able to convey. The charm didn’t appear powerful enough to have sent more than a brief coded phrase or two. Teo’s suddenly strained expression said he was afraid the message had contained far too much.


    “I still have to find Dev,” Kiran said. “He might have left Prosul Akheba too early to receive any warning. Even if he did, it would only make him run the faster to reach me.”


    Idryk exchanged terse words with Sivyan. The conversation rapidly shaded louder into an argument. Whatever Idryk was suggesting, Sivyan did not like it, but Idryk appeared to win the debate. Scowling, Sivyan spoke to Raishal.


    Raishal said, “There’s a canyon nearby that cuts toward Prosul Akheba. It’s the same route Zadikah took Dev. Idryk will guide you to the canyon while I go with Sivyan.”


    Idryk nodded, his shoulders squared. “I take you. Come now.” Sivyan’s expression was still hard in a way Kiran recognized: she was afraid for her brother.


    He wanted to assure Sivyan that Idryk would stay safe, but in the aftermath of the hunt, she had no reason to believe him. Kiran sighed and climbed to his feet, ready to follow Idryk.


    Teo hung back, gazing at Raishal. “If you can’t bear to take my help as a healer, I’ll heed your wish. But please, Raishal. Have the snake-eaters bring you to the Seranthine collegium. You can ask the matria’s help in my name. She’ll ensure you have the best chance possible of carrying the child to term and surviving the birth. Don’t let your anger get in the way of that.”


    Raishal splayed a hand on her belly, the gesture fierce. “This child is all I have left of Veddis. You can be certain I will protect it as I could not him.” She turned her back on Teo and stalked away.


    Kiran sensed Teo’s control wavering, but this time Teo didn’t break. He snatched up the pack and followed Idryk over the dome’s rounded crest. To Kiran’s relief, Idryk led them down a different slope than the one they’d ascended. They would not have to cross the chasm where Veddis died.


    His head was aching, the sun too bright. Dizzy, Kiran shaded his eyes with a hand, trying to negotiate the dome’s steep side without stumbling over his feet.


    “Here.” Teo thrust a flask at Kiran. “You should take another dose.”


    A sign that Teo had changed his mind about helping? More likely, Teo merely wanted him healthy enough to leave the valley—and Raishal—behind. Kiran took a careful swallow from the flask, though the very act sent a spike of pain through his head. He wobbled, righted himself, and put a hand to his temple. His ikilhia didn’t appear dangerously disrupted. His discomfort was mostly the result of Teo’s clumsiness in his search.


    Watching him, Teo said, devoid of expression, “I hurt you.”


    “It’s nothing, compared to…” Kiran shrugged awkwardly, not wanting to discuss the pain he’d felt bleeding out of Teo’s ikilhia, raw and savage and without remedy.


    “After what that man did to you, how can you think magic anything but the vilest of curses? Are you truly so blind?”


    Teo had thought he was referring to Ruslan? Proof that he’d understood at least some of what Kiran had wanted to show him. But still…


    “It’s Ruslan who’s responsible for his actions, not magic.”


    Teo shook his head. “He used your craving for magic to seduce and corrupt you, and he is using it still.”


    Shame seared Kiran, hot and quick. Defensive answers burned in his throat, but what point in voicing them? Teo had seen the truth of his heart, and his judgment was not undeserved. But Teo was wrong about magic. Kiran refused to believe that something so wondrous was wholly evil. Not even the Alathians were so rigid in their rejection. They had the sense to see that magic could be used to heal, not harm. Even in Ninavel, plenty of lesser mages fueled their spells without the need for blood and death.


    “Do you at least understand why I must stop Ruslan?”


    Teo grimaced. “What I saw in your memories…yes, your master intends an atrocity and should be stopped. But I’m not at all certain you’re the right person to stop him.”


    Kiran felt the words as a blow even worse than the first. It took him several tries to speak. “You think it would be better if I died. That Dev should take on Ruslan alone.”


    “I don’t want your death,” Teo said. “What I did last night, on the chasm’s brink—I am ashamed, bitterly so. Yet wherever you go, death follows, and I’m terrified of what you’re willing to do to bring down your master. The havoc Dev can wreak in his fight is at least constrained by his lack of magic. But if I cure you, then the blood of all those who die because of you will be on my hands.”


    A twist of frustrated anger set Kiran’s ikilhia surging. Grimly, he reined it in. “You would rather have the blood of all of Alathia on your hands?”


    “I would rather that no one died, but you have already proved that is not an option.” Teo sighed. “I will help you find Dev, so he will not be taken by demons. After…” He rubbed a hand over his mouth, frowning. “I need time to consider. I will pray for a sign from the three-fold goddess to guide me in what I should do.”


    Glancing back at the dome’s crest, Kiran muttered, “Maybe you’ve already had one.”


    The lines bracketing Teo’s mouth deepened as if carved by a knife. Kiran already regretted his words. He didn’t believe Raishal’s exiling of Teo was the result of any divine influence. She was lashing out in an attempt to salve her own pain.


    Just as he was lashing out now, out of fear that what Teo said of him was true.


    “I’m sorry,” Kiran said. “That is—I can’t deny I’ll be glad to have your help in finding Dev, but I wouldn’t have wanted it to happen this way.”


    Teo shot him a black look. “Among the tally of your regrets, this is surely one of the least.”


    Kiran looked away, discomfited by the reminder that Teo knew in detail what he had cause to regret. He wished with newly desperate force that Dev was not miles away. He needed Dev’s pragmatic optimism, his unshakeable faith that Kiran was not the monster Ruslan had trained him to be.


    Not to mention his cunning with plans. Kiran had to find out the full extent of Ruslan’s bargain with the ssarez-kai. For all he knew, Alathians might be dying right now. Though Alathia’s ground was so barren of natural magic, could demons travel there?


    If the demons couldn’t, Ruslan would consider that nothing more than a challenge to be solved with the right application of creativity and spellwork. Perhaps that was what he had offered the ssarez-kai—a way to travel lands that had previously been forbidden to them.


    The real question was, if the ssarez-kai were only one faction among demonkind, might Kiran enlist the help of different demons to stop Ruslan?


    He knew so frustratingly little. But he did know who could enlighten him: the demon who had warned him. He even knew what currency would serve as payment. He would offer the demon the chance to see his memories.


    Fear iced his heart, and not just because in trying to find that specific demon again he would risk attracting the ssarez-kai. He didn’t need Vidai’s example to know how dangerous a bargain with a demon would be.


    Dev had far more experience in negotiating dangerous alliances than Kiran. Soon, Kiran promised himself. Dev was hurrying to reach him, moving closer every moment, and Kiran would find him. Together they would plan how best to counter Ruslan—and Kiran would prove to himself, if not to Teo, that he could save lives and not just destroy them.


    


    * * *


    


    (Dev)


    


    I stared dully at my bound hands. They were tied tight to the saddle of the mule I rode. So were my legs. Sun beat down on my unprotected head. Sweat soaked my clothes and stung in all my unhealed cuts and abrasions, but pain was a distant, unimportant thing. The mule’s swaying gait kept conspiring with my drug-muddled head to make me drift off into a thoughtless void.


    At least I hadn’t suffered any bizarre visions in a while. Bad enough to think I saw god-statues stepping down off their temples, or sand dunes exploding into shrieking flocks of birds with human heads. What I really hated was seeing things I wished were real. Like Cara shoving toward me through a shouting crowd of Akheban traders, her pale eyes wide in concern and her mouth open in a call I couldn’t hear. I’d known in a confused way that she couldn’t really be in Prosul Akheba, but I’d still wanted so much for her to reach me.


    The black-daggers had forced the first dose of the drug down my throat before we even left the Khalat. I didn’t know how long ago that was. Felt like I’d been stuck on this mule forever, but part of that was the drug, blurring time. I thought it’d been at least a day. Maybe more. I had vague memories of cool night darkness and the sun’s blazing heat, of clansmen holding me down and pouring more drug-tainted water into me, but I couldn’t string the impressions into any real order.


    I did remember Yashad. I’d told her about Pello’s son Janek. I’d said he wasn’t in Ninavel and refused to explain where he was. She’d been eager to find out more, all right. So eager that I’d worried that she would whip out a painbender, except Gavila had come back and insisted on drugging me and dragging me off. As my mind slid into mush, I’d been so smugly convinced Yashad couldn’t resist the bait I’d given her. I’d thought she was certain to use her wiles and her wealth of charms to get me free.


    But no help had come. Maybe none ever would. In which case, I had fucking better think hard while I could think at all. It wouldn’t be long before the black-daggers dosed me again.


    With monumental effort, I raised my head.


    My mule was plodding along a sandy wash. The cliffs on either side were a rich gold rather than red, rising in stair-stepped layers toward a sky seared white by midday sun. A clansman trudged ahead of my mule, holding its lead, and more black-daggers surrounded me, fanned out across the width of the wash. Most wore wide-brimmed hats pulled low over their wild curls; a few were swathed in Kaithan-style headwraps. Wherever Gavila meant to go, she was pushing hard to get there, tromping along like this in the day’s worst heat rather than waiting it out.


    I sagged forward and tilted my head so I might look behind me without being obvious about it. Two more mules walked near mine. The slumped, bound figures in their saddles must be the scholars Gavila had grabbed from the collegium. The apt-Scholar was a stocky middle-aged woman whose graying hair was as straight and coarse as mine, despite the coppery tint to her skin. Even drugged up to her eyeballs, she had a certain set to her features that suggested she was the decisive sort who took no nonsense from underlings.


    The initiate was a plump, city-soft Varkevian youth in his middle teens. Tear tracks cut through the grime on his cheeks. A memory rolled up from the depths: Melly’s blotchy, tearstained face when Ruslan had brought her to Sechaveh’s tower. This scholar-boy probably didn’t have any better idea of why he’d been ripped away from his home and his friends, or any more hope of escaping his captivity.


    I stared at the ropes binding me. I couldn’t think of how to get free of them. Or if I did, how to escape without the black-daggers pouncing on me. My lack of ideas should upset me more, but the drug made it so damn hard to care.


    I thought again of the scholar-boy’s silent, hopeless tears. Summoned images of Kiran, Cara, and Melly, and imagined them pleading, even angry with me. I had to get free. They needed my help. I couldn’t let demons take them.


    I tried to tug at my bonds, but my hands didn’t do much more than twitch. My mule plodded onward around a curve in the canyon. Ahead, a slender span of golden rock swooped in a great arc from the canyon wall to the sand. The gap beneath its curve was wide enough every one of the black-daggers could walk abreast through it. For a long, blank moment, I lost myself in gaping at the arch. I’d never seen one so large.


    “I see it’s time to call a halt. You’re looking far too bright-eyed for my taste.”


    I hadn’t noticed Gavila’s approach, but there she was, pacing beside my mule and wearing a smirk maddening enough to rouse me out of lethargy.


    “Not too bright-eyed. Too old. Same as those scholars.” The words didn’t sound right. My tongue wouldn’t cooperate much better than the rest of my muscles. “Think you can buy yourself a demon’s power with us, you’re wrong.”


    She must’ve caught the gist of my meaning despite my mush-mouthed speech. “You talk as if I’m bringing unwanted gifts in hope of favor. But trust me, Ninavel man, you are wanted. I saw plain in my dreams what the sacred flame desires: adults who were once Tainted. I don’t know why Shaikar and his children might want such sivayyah as you, but I am giving my god exactly what he has asked for. In return he will reward all my clan, not just me.”


    I felt a cold jolt of surprise through the smothering blanket of the drug. The demons had been the ones to ask for adults? My head was so fogged I couldn’t imagine how that made sense.


    Gavila strode away from my mule, calling out to her kin. They straggled to a halt in the shadow of the great arch and reached for waterskins. A pair of burly warriors headed my way, and I groaned, knowing what was coming. More drugs. Damn it.


    Something small and metallic tumbled off the arch’s top, glinting bright as it fell. Clanfolk yelled, scrambling back. When the charm thumped into the sand, a thick orange cloud like the leading edge of a sandstorm billowed outward to swallow us all. I choked, grit thick on my tongue and blinding my eyes. My mule brayed and backed hard against its lead. Gavila’s voice soared high, shrieking furious orders.


    Grunts, thumps, and a gurgling cry sounded beside me. A blurred figure loomed out of the cloud. A blade swept dark through the hazy air, once, twice, and I slid from the mule, my bonds cut. I tried to get my feet under me and failed. The world was all dim, smoky orange. I squinted through watering eyes at the shape leaning over me. My rescuer was dressed like a Kaithan in a flowing pale robe and slitted headwrap.


    Thrown back into memories of Vidai, I feared to see furious amber eyes glaring at me, feel the sledgehammer blow of his demon-borrowed power. This time I hadn’t Melly to save me. I rolled away, but hands closed hard on my shoulders.


    “Hold still, you idiot, and let me carry you.”


    Not Vidai’s voice but Bayyan’s. My offer to Yashad had worked? Mother of maidens, let this be real and not another drug-induced delusion!


    Bayyan jerked me up and threw me over his shoulder. Jouncing along head-down, I glimpsed hazy, running figures. The orange fog grew lighter, the air easier to breathe. Beside a ragged rockpile, a rangy, proud-necked palomino mare stood snorting and pawing the sand, her bridle held by a nervous-looking Arkennlander.


    More hands on me, lifting, and then I was astride the mare. Bayyan settled behind me and locked his arm around my waist. A sticky ball was rammed into my mouth.


    “Chew. It’ll counteract the drug. And hang on.” Bayyan barked a command at the Arkennlander, who released the mare. She bolted forward, sand flying from her hooves. We charged through thinning veils of orange into the blaze of the sun.


    Gods, the mare was fast. Nothing like the sturdy little mountain ponies I was used to riding on convoy jobs; this felt like clinging to a sweating, heaving bolt of lightning. Bayyan must’ve taken her from the Zhan-davi’s stables and gambled he could set an ambush in terrain gentle enough for a horse to run without breaking its legs. A gamble that had paid off. The black-daggers were all on foot. They’d never catch us.


    As long as we didn’t fall off. I was in no shape to grip the mare properly. Thank Khalmet, Bayyan was a far better rider than I’d ever dreamed of becoming. His body moved in perfect harmony with the mare’s gait, his grip around my waist rock-solid.


    The mare pounded farther, faster down the canyon. The wind of our passage ripped new tears from my eyes. The yells of the black-daggers receded, and I wanted to laugh in victory except I was too busy trying to choke down the herbs Bayyan had stuffed in my mouth.


    Bayyan cursed and yelled in my ear, “Black-daggers on the slope!”


    I squinted against sun and rushing air. Not far ahead, a dozen lithe figures were scrambling down through the rocks littering the canyon’s righthand wall. A band of Gavila’s scouts, maybe, who’d spotted the commotion. But I didn’t see why Bayyan was so worried. If they had crossbows with longsight charms, that’d be a problem—the wash was narrow here, nowhere to dodge, and the horse made a big target. But I saw no glints of metal, and the scouts weren’t stopping their descent to fire. The mare was running fast enough we’d be well past them before they could reach the canyon floor.


    Bayyan cursed again and kicked at the mare. She strained harder, foam flying from her mouth to spatter me. Bayyan might well kill the horse, pushing her this hard in the heat, but I couldn’t argue with the desire to get the fuck away from the black-daggers.


    High on the canyon wall, livid green flashed beneath a trio of balanced boulders. The boulders groaned and toppled. Rolling ponderously downhill, they crashed into more rocks and knocked them free, until the whole slope was sliding.


    Not at us, but ahead of us. The scouts had figured out how to use a charm to block the entire canyon. They’d force us off the horse and then hunt us down. I howled a curse of my own, my voice lost in the thundering roar of the rockslide.


    Bayyan wasn’t slowing the mare. Mother of maidens, he meant to try and make it past before the slide hit the wash. Somebody had trained the mare well—despite all the noise, she wasn’t panicking, her hooves flying fast and steady—but even as fast as she could gallop, those boulders were tumbling faster, fuck!


    Sharp-scented dust billowed out to engulf us. Rock shards pelted down like hail. A dark wave loomed on the right, the roar so loud it swallowed the world. I squeezed my eyes shut, cringing from the expected impact. I was going to die just like my mentor Sethan had, smashed into a mangled red ruin, and oh gods, I hoped I died straight off and didn’t linger in agony like he had—


    We burst out into sun again, the mare squealing, blood wet on her shoulder where a shard had struck. Behind us came the rending, gnashing crunch of rocks slamming into the canyon’s opposite cliffs and piling up across the wash.


    Bayyan was laughing, deep and wild. He yelled in my ear, “And the black-daggers claim Shaikar as lord above Khalmet—ha! Our good fortune proves otherwise.”


    I let out a cracked laugh of my own, feeling a surge of kinship with Bayyan. If not for the damn drug still deadening my blood, I’d be reveling in the same glory he did. Nothing like a dance with death to make the world seem bright.


    I twisted to look back. Indistinct through a swirling haze of dust, a crazily stacked wall of rocks blocked the canyon. Wouldn’t be safe for the black-daggers to climb over, either, with boulders still settling and shifting. I hoped Gavila tried and got crushed into paste.


    Bayyan eased the mare to a canter. She tossed her head, snorting, as if she’d rather keep running forever. The Zhan-davi sure knew how to breed them tough.


    “Nice rescue,” I said to Bayyan. The words only came out a little mushy. Whatever he’d given me, it was working. I almost felt like I could think properly again. “What about the scholars? I hope your warriors stole them away.”


    “Demanding little snake, aren’t you? Let me be clear, shadow man. I brought none of my kin here. Only a handful of hirelings paid by an intermediary they believe acts in Sechaveh’s name. I warned Yashad when I agreed to chase after you that I won’t risk being recognized. Not when I hear Gavila can command Shaikar’s hunt. My clan’s safety comes first over all.”


    “You intended for the men you brought to be captured.” Bayyan’s ruthless pragmatism was equal to any I’d seen in Ninavel’s ganglords. “They’ll spill their tale about Sechaveh to Gavila, and you don’t give a damn what she does to them afterward.”


    Bayyan shrugged. “If they don’t return, their families will be paid enough they’ll never again need to worry over water rations. These hirelings are no warriors, and they know it. They were adequate to distract the black-daggers and let me snatch you away, but nothing more. Now I take you to Prosul Akheba so I can collect the war-charms Yashad promised me as payment for saving your sorry skin.”


    I well knew that desperation could drive a man to take all manner of devils’ bargains. Didn’t mean I felt good about Bayyan’s hirelings trading their lives for mine, and that wasn’t the only thing cramping my gut. The drugged, hopeless eyes of the scholars swam before me, accompanied by the echo of Gavila’s confident insistence that she did Shaikar’s bidding. Whatever the demons’ reasons for wanting formerly Tainted adults, I had the deeply uncomfortable suspicion it was nothing Kiran and I would like.


    Gods, and speaking of Kiran and demons—“Do you know anything of Kiran? Gavila said she sent the red-horned hunters after him, but he escaped them.”


    “So he did,” Bayyan said, his voice gone terse. “My warriors sent a bird with a message saying he and Teo are on their way to the city, looking for you.”


    So Teo was still helping Kiran. That part was good news, though I didn’t at all like the idea of Kiran going to Prosul Akheba. Far too easy for Yashad to change her mind and send Ruslan news of him. But for Teo to leave Raishal’s side…my heart sank.


    “What about Raishal and Veddis?”


    “Raishal survived the hunt. She’s asked for help in reaching the Seranthine collegium, which my clan elders have agreed to give. She seeks a healer to care for her in Teo’s absence.” Bayyan paused. “Veddis is dead.”


    I scrubbed a hand over my face, feeling about a hundred times heavier. I didn’t want to imagine the nature of Veddis’s death, or what Raishal and Teo must be feeling in the wake of it. And when Zadikah found out…


    “Did Yashad send the herbs to Kiran?” She’d fucking better have, and warned him about Zadikah like she promised.


    “My best runner carries them,” Bayyan said. “He’ll find Kiran. He wears a signaling charm, twin to mine. I’ll signal him that I freed you, and he’ll pass that along too.”


    It was so tempting to let Bayyan haul me back to Prosul Akheba. If I could just meet up with Kiran again, then whatever the demons were planning, together we could counter it.


    Yeah, that was a nice fantasy. If I gave into temptation, I knew with gut-deep certainty that I’d curse my stupidity later. I couldn’t just run back to the city and let Gavila and demons do what they pleased. I had to find out what they were planning.


    “Do you know where Gavila was heading?” I asked Bayyan.


    “No.” He didn’t sound like he cared, either.


    “Zadikah’s mother Nasham said Gavila wanted to take Kiran to some veiled temple. Zadikah insisted the temple is a myth, but Nasham seemed to think it was both real and somewhere near. Any chance the temple’s at the head of this canyon?”


    “No,” Bayyan said, surprised this time. “Every child in the clanlands knows where the veiled temple is said to stand, and it’s not here. But Zadi’s right. If the temple was ever real, it crumbled to sand long ago. She and I have walked within the Aduin na Darish and we saw no hint of it remaining.”


    “You what? Where is this—what’d you call it? Aduin na Darish?” Zadikah had said nothing of this when she shrugged off my questions.


    “The Demon’s Maw, you would say. A few days’ walk west of here, hundreds of rock needles reach to the sky, red as the coals of a dying fire and so tightly packed a man can barely walk the slots between them. The Maw is said to be the haunt of its demon namesakes, and that anyone who enters without their invitation risks their vengeance. We have a hundred campfire tales about men and women who went in and vanished, never to be seen again, though their friends heard their screams in the night. So of course half of the youngsters in the clanlands have dared each other to walk within the Maw’s fangs.”


    “You and Zadikah included,” I said.


    “Definitely.” Bayyan gave a rumbling chuckle. “It’s how I first met her. She’d come with her cousins to gawk at the Maw, and I with mine. Our clans are enemies, but we knew better than to spill blood on ground sacred to demons. Instead, she and I challenged each other to traverse the fangs. I was determined to go deeper than any mangy black-dagger could manage, but she wouldn’t turn back. We nearly got ourselves lost—it’s a maze in there. Had a bad couple of hours when I thought we’d never find the way out. But we crawled and clambered all through the needles and saw no hint of any temples, or demons either.”


    “But it’s called the veiled temple,” I said. “Could be there was a warding spell keeping you from seeing anything.”


    Bayyan shrugged. “Could be. I’m no Ninavel man to know mages and spells. Or perhaps the demons stole away the temple when they took the Maw’s water. Our tales say that long ago a river flowed in the canyon that leaves the Maw, but then the demons decided to claim the river for their own and funnel it into Shaikar’s hells. These days, no water ever leaves the Maw despite the many canyons that drain into its fangs. The stream deep beneath the Khalat is said to be a remnant of the Vanished River, sent to succor the city by Shaikar himself, and flows only at his pleasure.”


    Stealing a river and sending it underground sounded more like a mage’s work than demons’ work to me. I felt all the more certain that the temple still stood. But I was no closer to understanding Gavila’s plans, let alone the demons she hoped to bargain with.


    The canyon had broadened out again. Red-tipped firebranch shrubs and gnarled, stunted ironwood trees dotted the shale of the slopes. The uppermost cliffs were broken by boulder piles that stretched from the rim to the wash. Bayyan steered the mare toward one waterfall of rock that ended in a waist-high boulder leaning at an improbably steep angle over the sand.


    He called softly, “Ohe, dashkan adis.”


    Two men slunk out of the rocks. The taller was dressed in Kaithan robes like Bayyan, and the shorter was an Arkennlander wearing coarse-woven, grimy clothes not far different from my own.


    Bayyan halted the mare beside the leaning boulder. “Off,” he ordered me. “Stay on rock, not the sand.”


    I could guess his plan. Our doubles would ride the mare northward toward Ninavel, leaving a nice obvious trail for the black-daggers to follow, while he and I vanished into the desert. Not bad. Assuming I didn’t fall on my face when I tried to walk.


    I slithered off the saddle and took a few experimental steps on the boulder’s slanted top. My legs wobbled, but they held me. I flexed my hands. Red welts still marked my scorpion stings, but no stabbing pain assaulted me when I moved my fingers. Now the black-daggers’ drug was wearing off, I was a mass of aches, but that I could handle.


    The Kaithan-dressed hireling tossed a pack to Bayyan and said something brief and sharp in Varkevian. He and the Arkennlander swung onto the mare and rode off. Bayyan shoved a waterskin and two salted seedcakes into my hands.


    “Eat fast. We’ve a hot climb ahead.”


    I swallowed as much as my shrunken stomach could hold, eyeing the slope above. Plenty of boulders with crevices between them large enough for a man to hide. Excellent cover for escaping a hunt. Or for doubling back and spying on the hunters.


    Bayyan’s stance was all coiled impatience. He wasn’t watching me, but looking up-canyon, his gaze roving ceaselessly from rim to wash, seeking sign of pursuit.


    I spoke fast. “You said your clan’s safety comes first. If that’s true, then the last thing you should do is let Gavila keep hold of those two scholars. She means to use them in a bargain to gain a demon’s powers.” Even if I wasn’t sure anymore of the particulars of that bargain.


    The headwrap obscured Bayyan’s expression, but his dark eyes flicked to mine, narrowing. “Is such a bargain possible?”


    “I saw it happen in Ninavel. One demon-touched man nearly destroyed the entire city despite the best efforts of Sechaveh’s mages. So think, Bayyan. You snake-eaters and black-daggers don’t exactly seem to get along. You think war-charms will do a bit of good against an enemy who can shrug off the strongest of spells and rip you limb from limb in an eyeblink?”


    This was reaching him. I could see it in the bunching of his broad shoulders. “What would you have me do?” he growled. “Pit myself in a suicidal solo attack against an entire clan? I had the element of surprise when I took you. Now the black-daggers will be hunting us, and you’re no warrior to help me.”


    “I’m no warrior, true. But I’m a shadow man, aren’t I?” The lie came easier to my lips all the time. That bothered me; I was an outrider, damn it, not a cold-blooded profit-seeker like Pello. But I’d once been a thief, and a good one. “Sneaking and stealing, that I can do. You’ve already set a false trail for any pursuers to follow. Gavila will be expecting us to run, not slink after her. Come on, Bayyan. You can’t tell me a man willing to outrace a rockslide is too much a coward to ensure his clan’s safety.”


    He snorted, and I thought I’d lost him. But he said, “Bad enough that Gavila sent Shaikar’s hunt to my lands. If she intends worse, then yes, as warleader I wish to stop her from it. But forget this talk of thieving. Impossible to get those two scholars free like I did you. Killing them, though…that we might be able to do, if you’re as quick as your tongue.”


    My stomach twisted. I’d never knowingly killed an innocent person. I didn’t want to start now, even if Jylla’s ghost was calling me a moon-brained idiot. “Impossible’s an awfully strong word. How about we find a route that’ll let us double back on Gavila, and on the way you tell me what charms you’re carrying? Then we can talk plans.”


    “Up to the rim, then,” Bayyan said. “But no more talking until we’re out of the canyon. The black-daggers have sharp ears.” He slipped smooth and quiet as an adder between the rocks. I followed, cursing still-clumsy muscles, and prayed I could come up with a plan clever enough to save those scholars, not murder them.
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    (Kiran)


    


    Kiran trudged along a narrow passage bounded by sculpted sandstone walls. The canyon he and Teo traveled had pinched into a sinuously winding slot. The walls were scalloped into striated buttresses that glowed in warm tones of red and orange, as if lit by magefire within rather than by sunlight reflecting off the cliffs above. Another time, Kiran might have marveled at the beauty of the light and the intricate patterns of the stone. Now his attention was all for the canyon floor, which alternated between heaped cobbles of rock and stretches of soft, dry sand the color of fresh blood. Blurred tracks marked the sand, from two pairs of feet—Dev’s and Zadikah’s, going to the city. Or so Idryk had said, before he left them at the head of the canyon.


    Teo broke a dark, withdrawn silence to ask, “This demon with the scarred brow, the one who warned you—how do you intend to summon it?”


    “The scarred demon said it had been following me. Summoning it may be as easy as approaching another earth-current.” No current ran beneath the sand here. The canyon felt dead of both magic and life, apart from the occasional skittering spider or patch of lichen.


    “These other demons, the ssarez-kai, must lie in wait for you as well.” Teo’s eyes were fixed on Kiran, weighing, judging.


    “I know the danger,” Kiran said. “Before I go anywhere near an earth-current, I’ll seek more knowledge from my memories of the veiled temple. The adults there must have known how to summon demons. Maybe even how to defend against them.” Although the sour man had said to the bone mage about him and the other children, If they can’t claim kinship, we’ll have no protection.


    Teo said, “I saw the wall in your mind. I’ve never seen a block so strong. Do you really think you can glimpse enough of your memories to find anything of use?”


    “I was hoping you might help me with that. There must be a flaw in the block, or I wouldn’t be seeing memories at all. With your knowledge of healing, if you were to examine my mind more deeply, you could find the flaw and help me open it further.”


    “No,” Teo said sharply. “I have skirted close enough to breaking my vow already. If you wish to take more hadaf, or some stronger herb, I’ll give you that. But I will not enter your mind again.”


    Kiran couldn’t bite back his frustration. “You keep acting like magic is poison, but you know spells can be used for good purpose. You even use charms yourself. Why did you vow never to cast?”


    Silence stretched, thick and fraught. Kiran sighed, thinking he’d driven Teo back behind the bristling wall of his grief and pain. But as they climbed over a drifted heap of pebbles that rolled treacherously underfoot, Teo spoke.


    “On the island of my birth, magic is thought to be a gift of the three-fold goddess. Mage-born children are consecrated to serve one of her aspects according to their talent. Those with the strength to fuel spells from wind join the temple of Yekaia mist-maiden, to learn the weather-magic that keeps crops flourishing and storms from destroying our harbors. Those capable of drawing power from waves go to the temple of Hatani ocean-mother, to learn the sea-magic that keeps boats strong and nets full. Those who can only draw from their own soul’s flame are sent to the adepts of Nakoali soul-eater. They become the hands of her judgment, dispensing healing or punishment as the goddess’s chosen Voice dictates.”


    Kiran listened, his curiosity burgeoning. How did one draw power from wind or water? He hadn’t the least idea, but then, he’d never even seen the sea. “You were an adept of Nakoali, I gather.”


    “Yes,” Teo said. “My family was so proud. Mage-talent is so rare that it had been generations since the goddess last touched a child in our town. I was proud too, if perhaps a trifle disappointed that I hadn’t been granted a bright enough soul to serve Yekaia or Hatani. But when I came of age I went to serve Nakoali’s Voice with a glad heart.”


    “So this Voice is a mage who rules the island’s people.” Kiran remembered Ruslan saying with casual contempt that lesser mages often sought to rule over nathahlen, as if that would make up for their lack of talent.


    “The Voice is never a mage,” Teo said. “The talent to hear the goddess’s desires is thought to reside only in those who have souls quiet enough to listen.” He was silent for a moment, picking his way over the rocks. “I believed the Voice was truly the vessel of the goddess and that I did Nakoali’s sacred work. Even when I first stopped a man’s heart in sanctioned execution, I didn’t let the dismay I felt afterward disturb my faith. The Voice had told us he was a murderer. I believed he deserved death, though the act left me sleepless and sick for days after.”


    Kiran couldn’t look at Teo. The first time he’d killed a man, he had wanted with every spark of ikilhia within him to do it again.


    Teo continued, “But one night, unable to sleep, I overheard a conversation between the Voice and the island’s wealthiest shipbuilder. The man I killed hadn’t been a murderer at all, just a craftsman who’d thought to lead others in protesting conditions in the shipyards. The Voice didn’t hear Nakoali’s desire, but chose based on her own wish to maintain the shipbuilder’s support of the temple.”


    His voice grew strained. “I thought this an aberration. I thought all I had to do was speak out. But when I did, no one listened. The Voice told everyone I’d grown sick in the mind, seeing delusions in place of truth. The other adepts, the islanders, even my own family—all of them believed her. The Voice ordered me confined, saying she would seek a cure for me, but I knew I would be killed. I escaped and fled across the sea. The mages of Yekaia sent a storm after me, but I prayed to Nakoali and she preserved me. I reached Arkennland’s shores alive.”


    “You think the goddess saved you,” Kiran said.


    Teo laughed without mirth. “Ah, yes. Your master raised you to worship only him. Did you never consider that he lied to you in that, too?”


    “If gods exist, they are every bit as cruelly indifferent to suffering as Ruslan,” Kiran said, bitterly certain he spoke truth.


    “You think so? And yet you have been offered love and friendship, undeserving. Given the chance to see what wrong you do and change your path.”


    That wasn’t the gods. That was Alisa, Dev, even Lena, choosing of their own will to help him. But this was a conversation Kiran didn’t want to have. His scant memories of Alisa and Lena were too painful, and he had no desire to dwell on Dev. He was anxious enough to find him already.


    “I still don’t see why you detest magic. You said yourself you believe it a gift of your goddess.”


    “Not a gift,” Teo said. “A test. For all mortals, not just the mage-born, and we fail it again and again, turning gift into darkest curse.” He tipped his head back, looking up to where the overhanging cliff burned gold with sun. His expression was pained as if he saw a paradise he could not reach.


    “When I first came to Arkennland, I sought a way to bring the true worship of Nakoali back to my home. But everywhere I traveled, magic was the tool of those who sought their own desires, not those of the gods. Over and over, I’ve seen the pattern repeated: mages either slide into selfish arrogance or are coerced into serving rulers who wield them as weapons. You’ve seen the truth of this yourself.”


    Thinking of Ninavel and Alathia, Kiran couldn’t deny it. And yet… “Just because a pattern is common doesn’t mean it is inevitable.” The world was large and full of lands neither he nor Teo had ever seen. Somewhere, a place might exist where mage-born and nathahlen alike had found a better path.


    Teo said, “I think the goddess waits for the pattern to be broken, but humankind hasn’t yet the strength. I know I haven’t. At first I believed I would never yield to my darker impulses and fail the goddess as the Voice had. But everywhere I went, the moment I cast, men and women without scruples sniffed me out and tried to bribe or threaten me into serving their purpose. In Odrasann, city of the hundred waters, I weakened. I had friends I didn’t want hurt, I—the details no longer matter. Suffice it to say that I am ashamed of what I did there. I knew, after, that I had failed Nakoali’s test. I went to the waters of Inaseil, greatest of rivers. I let the currents taste my blood and carry it to the distant sea, and I made my vow. If I hadn’t the strength the goddess might desire, I could at least ensure my soul would not be further corrupted, and that those I cared for might live in safety.”


    His shoulders slumped. “That last part was a foolish hope, it seems. Even without casting, I can’t escape those who seek to use me.”


    Like you, he didn’t say, but Kiran heard it just the same. He’d forced Teo’s help, threatened his friends, shattered their lives as if by an explosion of magefire. He’d intended no harm, but he’d caused it anyway.


    “I understand why you hid your nature,” Kiran said. “Lies always seem so much safer. But I think…I think they cause more harm, in the end. If I’d told you the truth earlier of what Dev and I faced, maybe…” Maybe we could have avoided the hunt. Maybe Veddis would yet live. He couldn’t say the words; they were too painful.


    Teo flinched away from him. “You think I was wrong to conceal my past from Raishal. But had she known it, she still would never forgive me for letting Veddis fall.”


    Kiran didn’t answer, distracted. A flicker of life danced at the edge of his shuttered senses. Fluted buttresses blocked his view down the canyon, but relief burst bright in his heart.


    “Someone’s coming. It must be Dev.” At last! Kiran hurried forward, ready to call out in glad greeting.


    A dark female figure rounded a protruding flake of stone. Kiran stopped dead in surprise.


    “Zadikah?” Teo said, disbelieving, even as Zadikah gaped at them and demanded, “What are you doing here?”


    Something akin to dread passed over Teo’s face. “You had no message from Bayyan?”


    “No.” Zadikah wasn’t looking at Teo, only Kiran, her eyes cold and wary. “Teo, come here and tell me. Why have you left the valley?”


    Teo stood as motionless as if his distress had changed him to stone. Fear was fast rising in Kiran. He felt no other spark of life approaching.


    “Where is Dev?” he asked.


    Zadikah lunged to grab Teo’s wrist. “Come away from Kiran. He’s lied to us—he’s a mage. He dares not cast, but his touch is death. He murdered my kin, he—”


    “I know what he is,” Teo said hoarsely. “Just as I know what you and Dev were doing in the city.”


    Zadikah’s head rocked back. “Is that why you’re traveling toward Prosul Akheba? Because Kiran broke his promise and spilled all my secrets as heedlessly as he spilled the lives of my kin?”


    “No,” Teo said. “Zadikah, listen—”


    “Where is Dev?” Kiran shouted, loud enough to set echoes bouncing in garbled cacophony off the canyon’s sculpted walls.


    Zadikah bared her teeth at him. “The black-daggers have him. Gavila made a deal with a certain ally of mine—Yashad abi Mahar, who now rules the Khalat. The same deal you heard my mother offer me, except with Dev as the prize.”


    Kiran couldn’t breathe. “You let Gavila take him?”


    Zadikah backed a step, dragging Teo with her. “It wasn’t a question of let. I didn’t know Yashad had betrayed him until far too late. I tried to convince Dev to run, but he was determined to get the herbs for you. Before he could leave the Khalat, the black-daggers captured him. Gavila has a message for you: if you don’t wish your friend given to demons, you must come to the Jadrash Almek, the Sandcat’s Lair—it’s a canyon on her lands.”


    A canyon where the ssarez-kai would be waiting, Kiran was certain. He groped for the support of the rock buttress beside him, struggling to think past shock and dismay.


    Teo shook free of Zadikah’s grip. “Zadikah, listen. The red-horned hunters came to our camp last night. Gavila set them on Kiran’s trail with blood she took from him.”


    Now Zadikah was the one who looked too stunned to breathe. “Shaikar’s hunt came to you?” Her eyes widened, her hands falling. “Teo, where are Raishal and Veddis?”


    “Raishal is safe with the snake-eaters,” Teo said. “But Veddis…oh, Zadikah…”


    “No,” Zadikah said. “No. Don’t you tell me he’s dead—don’t you dare—”


    Teo didn’t look capable of further speech. Kiran said, “When the hunt came, we climbed high on the rocks to escape them, but…” There was no easy way to say it. “Veddis fell and the hunters killed him. I’m sorry, Zadikah.”


    Zadikah keened a wild, grieving cry. She rounded on Teo. “How could you leave Raishal? She must be devastated.”


    Teo made a choked noise and forced out words. “She is. But Zadikah, there is more I must tell you.”


    Kiran winced. He’d been the one to say that truth was better, but he could only imagine the pain Teo would feel upon explaining it. “Teo, maybe I should—”


    “Shut up.” Teo faced Zadikah and in broken phrases laced with anguish, he told her the truth, full and unflinching. Of himself, of Kiran and Ruslan and demons, of Veddis’s death and Raishal’s fury afterward, of their exile from Bayyan’s lands.


    Zadikah listened in silence, though her hands fisted trembling at her sides. When Teo at last finished, she stood rigid, her face all hard, obsidian angles.


    “Zadikah…” Teo’s body was braced like he expected a blow.


    “I need to think.” She flung away from him, disappearing behind the sinuous line of a buttress. Kiran heard a fleshy thud as if she’d hit the rock with a fist, followed by the hoarse, uneven sound of her breathing. She reappeared, pacing, suppressed violence in every lurching step she took.


    Kiran felt like attacking something himself, but with magefire. He said to Teo, “I have to get Dev free.” Without either alerting Ruslan or throwing himself into the hands of the ssarez-kai.


    Teo didn’t respond. Kiran wasn’t even certain he’d heard. His eyes never left Zadikah, grief and anguish stark in them.


    Kiran couldn’t wait any longer. He called to Zadikah, “Will you at least tell me how to get to this Sandcat’s Lair, and anything you know of the surrounding terrain? Whatever you think of me, Dev did nothing but help you. He doesn’t deserve betrayal and death in return.”


    Glowering at Kiran, Zadikah said, “Gavila means you to come to the Jadrash Almek, but that’s not where she’s taking Dev. Nor is he the only captive she took in the city. She babbled of giving them all to demons. I didn’t believe that part, but now…”


    “Now you know she sent Shaikar’s hunt after me, you believe it.” Kiran’s heart pounded with fear and hope combined. He must convince her to help him. “Where is Gavila taking her captives?”


    Zadikah said, “To the black-daggers’ most sacred ground. The tears of the god, a series of pools that never dry up even in the worst heat. Above the largest pool, there’s an arch that’s said to be a gate to Shaikar’s realm, though nobody’s even pretended to glimpse a demon there in generations.”


    “How do I get there?” Kiran demanded.


    Her eyes narrowed, holding his. “The ordinary approaches will be watched, but I know a route that may let you reach the pools in secret. I will guide you there, but on one condition: you must help me kill Gavila.”


    Both offer and condition left Kiran slack-jawed in surprise. “You want me to take her life?” He had expected fear, revulsion, anger from Zadikah, as he’d received from Teo, but not this. Gavila was her kin. Was Zadikah really so eager to murder her?


    Teo too was boggling at Zadikah. “Gavila is the one you blame?”


    “Would you prefer I blamed you?” Zadikah snapped. “Or perhaps you were hoping I’d join you in casting all the blame onto Kiran and his lies?”


    “I would understand it more,” Teo said.


    Zadikah said, “I know what it is to make choices out of desperation and fear. I won’t say I’m not angry with you for deceiving me, and angrier with Kiran”—her gaze raked over him, brutal as one of Ruslan’s—“but what use are recriminations? It’s the future I look to. What I see there…it’s Gavila who unleashed Shaikar’s hunt without concern for what lives they might take. Gavila who is ignoring every warning the old tales hold about Shaikar’s children, and blindly inviting disaster.”


    She spat, her face twisting. “I cut my kin-ties rather than stand up to her, and now I curse my own selfish cowardice. I can’t get Veddis back—adrashei kaz, I pray the tales are wrong, that his soul was not devoured by the hunters along with his body!—but in honor of him, I can fight to see that no one else suffers such a death.”


    “By using Kiran as your weapon,” Teo said.


    Zadikah’s smile at Kiran was not a pleasant thing. “I doubt he minds.”


    No, Kiran didn’t mind. He didn’t want to hurt innocents, but Gavila was no innocent. He’d happily take her life. Especially if she’d hurt Dev.


    From the cut of Teo’s glance, he knew just what Kiran was thinking. “Violence often seems the easier path, but it’s never the right one. If you want to stop Gavila, that’s not the way.”


    “Sometimes violence is the only way!” Zadikah flung her hands wide, glaring. “Change isn’t possible without cost. You don’t understand, Teo. You never have. It’s why I didn’t tell you what I was doing. Now I know why you’re so blind to the truth of the world. As a mage, you’ve never known what real suffering is like. You think everything can be easy, like it must have been for you.”


    “Easy?” Teo repeated, incredulous. A dark flush stained his slanting cheekbones. His chest swelled, as if inflating with words ready to explode free.


    To divert the shouting he saw coming, Kiran said, “Teo, Zadikah’s right to fear what Gavila might do. You saw Vidai in my memories. Sometimes one death can save thousands.”


    “You should be grateful I don’t believe that,” Teo said. “Otherwise you would be the one dead.”


    “Teo,” Zadikah said, startled.


    Kiran didn’t flinch; he’d deserved the hit. “Come with us, then. Maybe we can find another solution.” Even if part of him clamored that he didn’t want another solution.


    Now Zadikah was the one glaring at him. “I don’t want to argue the entire way. Besides…” Her gaze shifted to Teo, and her scowl faded into something more rueful. “Whatever secrets you’ve kept from me, however differently we see the world, I still want you safe. And Raishal—how can you let her push you away so easily? She’s quick to anger, I know, but she needs you, Teo.”


    Teo said tautly, “Raishal has made her wishes clear, and I will respect them. She’s never found forgiveness easy. One day, I hope…” He made a helpless gesture, as if unable even to voice that hope. “You know as well as I do that her anger won’t relent any time soon. Yet my heart weeps, thinking of her enduring this grief alone—Zadi, please. Her love for you remains. Won’t you go to her?”


    “I’ll go to her when I can bring her news that Gavila has paid for Veddis’s death. That will cheer her more than any comfort I might give now.”


    If Kiran were in Raishal’s place, he would far prefer to have Zadikah safe at his side instead of chasing after revenge, but he couldn’t bring himself to say so. Without Zadikah’s help, he had little chance of finding Gavila in time to stop her giving Dev to the ssarez-kai.


    Teo sighed. “I know that stubborn look in your eye, Zadi, but I can be stubborn too. I’m coming with you. Perhaps I can turn Kiran aside from violence. Or at least preserve you so that you’ll return safely to Raishal. If I can do nothing else for her, I will do this. Before you argue, consider: Kiran still needs my aid.”


    “That’s so,” Kiran said. He’d been so upset over Dev’s capture that he hadn’t even considered the loss of the herbs that would have cured him.


    Or were the herbs lost? If Dev had found them, Gavila might have taken them when she captured him. “Do you know if—” He stopped, his attention caught by another flicker of life at the limit of his senses. Irrational hope surged in him. If anyone could free themselves without a rescue, it was Dev.


    But the flicker wasn’t approaching as Dev would surely do. The glimmer remained faint, hovering on the edge of perception. As if someone lurked out of sight, listening.


    Kiran whispered to Zadikah, “Someone’s in the canyon with us. Not moving, and not far away.” He pointed.


    Zadikah drew her knife, pulled a charm from her belt pouch, and made emphatic motions for Kiran and Teo to stay put. Silently, she slid away from them.


    Teo reached a hand as if to stay her, worry sharp on his face. She gave him a forbidding look and he let his hand fall.


    “Be careful,” he said, in a whisper so thick with emotion that Kiran winced in sympathy.


    Zadikah slunk past scalloped buttresses and out of sight. Kiran waited, as tense as Teo.


    A yell echoed up the canyon, followed by a series of thumps and scuffling noises. Kiran charged ahead with Teo close on his heels. He ran past sculpted swirls of rock and found Zadikah crouched over a groaning, semiconscious young clansman, stripping him of charms and binding him hand and foot with lengths of cloth cut from his vest.


    Kiran frowned down at the clansman, confused. “Isn’t this one of Bayyan’s kin?” Serpent tattoos curled up the man’s arms, and the sides of his scalp were shaved and inked with more tattoos just like Bayyan’s warriors.


    “He’s a snake-eater, but he’s no friend to you,” Zadikah said. “He was sent by Yashad on behalf of Gavila. He would have led you right into Gavila’s hands. Except he must’ve seen my tracks in the canyon and been wary enough to hang back and spy on you first.” She tugged a knot tight and looked up at Kiran. “A good thing you warned us of him.”


    Teo asked, “How do you know Yashad sent him?”


    Zadikah brandished a stained scrap of paper in them. “This bears lies written in Yashad’s own hand.”


    “Let me see.” Kiran took the paper from her.


    To the young friend of a shadow man, from the new ruler of the Khalat: Gavila of the black-daggers holds your partner, but I will free him. The bearer of this message will guide you safely to his side. Do not chase after Gavila, who wishes to entrap you, and be warned of Zadikah, who now does the black-daggers’ bidding and not mine. Lest you doubt me, my messenger has proof of my intentions.


    Kiran raised his eyes and met Zadikah’s steady gaze.


    “Lies,” she said softly. “Yashad will not free Dev. It’s Gavila and her warriors whose alliance Yashad needs to hold the Khalat. I do no bidding but my own.”


    Kiran didn’t know this Yashad. He knew enough of Zadikah that he was certain her fury at Gavila was real. Yet Dev had never trusted her.


    “What does she mean about proof?” he asked Zadikah.


    “The one piece of good news you’ll get today.” Zadikah opened a loose leather pouch and tossed Kiran a ward-sealed flask and jar.


    “Your herbs. Seems Gavila wanted to be sure you’d stay healthy enough to reach her trap. Our friend here would’ve used these to gain your trust.”


    Kiran studied the flask and jar, a lump hot in his throat. Gavila might have sent the herbs, but it was Dev who’d found them. Dev who’d done his best to save Kiran’s life—who kept saving him, over and over, no matter the price he paid for it.


    Teo was right; Kiran didn’t deserve such friendship. He looked up and found Teo’s eyes on him, black and unyielding. Kiran swallowed. He had the cure Dev had fought so hard to obtain, but there was no guarantee Teo would use it.


    “Please,” he said to Teo. “I have to save Dev.” He wasn’t entirely sure he could trust Zadikah. But he couldn’t leave Dev in Gavila’s hands and blithely assume that Yashad would attempt a rescue.


    On the sand, the clansman’s half-shaven head turned. He blinked unfocused eyes at Kiran and said something garbled and urgent. Zadikah bent like a stooping hawk, her fingers digging into his neck as she growled a threat too low for Kiran to hear. She stuffed a strip of cloth in his mouth and said more loudly, “We need to go. Quickly, before any more spies come to track us.”


    “We can’t leave this man bound,” Teo said. “If he can’t get out of the canyon, he’ll die of thirst. Here, I’ve a sleeping tincture. Give him that and then cut his bonds. By the time he wakes, we’ll be long gone.” He dug in his pack and tossed a vial to Zadikah. “Two capfuls. Take out the gag before you give it, or he might choke.”


    “Start walking,” Zadikah said. “I’ll catch up.”


    Teo hesitated. “Zadikah…I’ll feel it if you kill him.”


    Zadikah looked genuinely startled. “Kill him? All he’s done is follow Yashad’s orders as Bayyan asked him to do. Do you truly think me so vicious?”


    “I think that neither of us know each other as well as we believed.” Teo turned to Kiran. “As Zadikah says, we should walk.”


    What did he intend to say that he didn’t want Zadikah to hear? Kiran followed Teo down the canyon, clutching flask and jar in hands that trembled with nerves. If Teo refused to help him, he wasn’t sure what he would do.


    When Teo finally spoke, it was with studied calm. “You’ve heard Zadikah’s condition for helping you. Here is mine. If you wish me to cure you, you must swear to me that you will not kill Gavila. Or use your magic to hurt her or any other untalented person, no matter what Zadi says to you or whose life you feel is at risk.”


    Kiran walked in silence, considering. At length he said, “I notice you didn’t include the mage-born in your prohibition.”


    “No.” Teo gave a twist of a smile. “I think you are hobbled enough in relation to your master.”


    That was certainly true. With consciously dark irony, Kiran said, “I would be willing to swear the terms of Ruslan’s blood vow for Dev and the Alathians. Never to knowingly cast a spell that would harm anyone untalented. But I won’t swear never to cause harm by any means. I have to be able to defend myself and Dev somehow.”


    “That’s enough, if you are sincere,” Teo said.


    “I can’t cast to give you a binding blood oath.”


    “I’ll judge your oath by your actions, not your magic,” Teo said. “Fully restoring the natural balance of your ikilhia is not an instantaneous process. Keep your vow as we seek Dev—support me in finding a way to save Gavila’s captives without killing anyone, and convince Zadi to use it—and I’ll ensure your cure is permanent. Otherwise…”


    Kiran couldn’t help a snort of weary amusement. “It’s good to know I’m not alone in using threats.” As Teo’s expression darkened further, Kiran held up his hands. “What you offer is fair enough.” He sighed, thinking of Zadikah’s bleak ferocity. “Although what you ask won’t be easy.”


    “Nothing worthwhile ever is.” The depth of Teo’s conviction reminded Kiran all over again of Dev.


    He sent a silent, fervent thought Dev’s way: Hold on. I’ll come for you. Once again, he felt the swift, terrible rush of time slipping away. What was Ruslan planning? Kiran had wanted Dev’s advice before seeking more information from the scarred demon, but now he wasn’t sure he could wait. He’d vow to Teo and do his best to rescue Dev without hurting anyone, but on the way…


    The rapid thump of Zadikah’s feet sounded behind them. Kiran beckoned her to his side.


    “Tell me every tale you’ve ever heard of summoning demons.”


    


    * * *


    


    (Dev)


    


    I lay on my stomach beside Bayyan’s muscled bulk. The two of us were squeezed within a horizontal crevice between rock layers. The crack was just barely big enough to fit us both. Every time Bayyan inhaled, his elbow jabbed into my collarbone.


    But we had quite a view. Below us, folds of sandstone plunged like a rumpled robe into a deep, sunken basin crowded with black-daggers. All of them watching Gavila, who stood before an oval pool so chalky with minerals the water looked white. Crystalline deposits above the pool’s waterline were lit to shimmering fire by the setting sun. Behind the pool, the basin’s red stone swooped upward into a massive freestanding arch.


    Gavila was busy giving an impassioned speech in guttural Varkevian, occasionally interrupted by shouts from her listeners—of agreement or argument, I wasn’t quite sure. Bayyan was intent, listening; he’d told me that as warleader of his clan, he’d taken care to learn his enemies’ dialect.


    I didn’t have to understand what Gavila was saying to be certain it was nothing I would like. Iron manacles protruded from the rock at the arch’s base, near a fat lump of crystal streaked with disturbingly dark stains. The air was saturated with a stink I recognized from my days as a ganglord’s runner-boy: the charred-sugar odor of shadowheart leaves being boiled down to make taphtha. A drug that wiped away will and thought to leave its takers docile, mindless puppets. Too strong a dose, and the mind never came back. I’d once feared that fate would be Melly’s, before I got her away from Red Dal and Ninavel. For the briefest of instants, I savored the knowledge she was safe with Cara, far from ganglords and demons and blood mages, traveling toward a new life.


    An instant only, and then I locked away that shining vision. Melly might be safe, but the two luckless scholars sure weren’t. Woman and boy were bound back-to-back, sitting on the basin’s far side beneath an overhanging bulge of stone. They were no longer drugged into a stupor. The woman’s head was high and her back straight despite her bonds. The boy was crying, his plump body shaking with the force of his sobs. Gavila must’ve stopped dosing them so they could make the steep ascent to the basin. No mule could’ve managed the slanted slabs Bayyan and I had crept up to reach the black-daggers’ sacred pool.


    Bayyan whispered, a bare breath of air, “You see that big crystal by the manacles? She says they must wait for it to glow. Then they’ll ‘prepare the scholars’—she hasn’t said what that means.”


    My imagination was all too happy to provide stomach-turning scenarios. If the crystal’s glow signaled a demon’s arrival, maybe Gavila meant to dose the scholars with taphtha so they’d lie quiet and smiling while Gavila’s guest ripped out their innards.


    “Did she say how soon she expects the crystal to glow?” After nightfall, we’d have far better cover.


    Bayyan’s elbow jabbed me deeper as he shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Soon as I crawl out of this crack, I can wield my sling. I’ve a good sightline and stones sharp enough to shatter those scholar’s skulls. I’ll kill them fast. Then we run, even faster.”


    “No. There’s still a chance to save them.”


    “What chance?” Bayyan demanded. “I see none. We’ll need Khalmet’s favor just to escape after killing them.”


    “I’ll take the risk. You stay hidden in the rocks. If I fail, kill anyone you like. All I ask is that if I get the scholars safely to you, you hide them while I draw the black-daggers off.” Around us was a maze of fins and crevices and cliffs. The black-daggers might know the terrain better than I did, but I was certain I could outclimb them.


    “You are mad, shadow man,” Bayyan said. “What of your friend Kiran? I thought you were worried for him. You die here, you cannot help him.”


    Yeah, I was worried for Kiran. Bayyan still had no charm-message from the runner who’d gone in search of him. But Kiran had Teo to help him. The scholars had no one.


    I was as crazy as Bayyan thought me. Killing the scholars was the safer choice, no question. Maybe if both of them were adults, I could stomach it. But that damn kid, only a few years older than Melly…shit. I couldn’t murder him and skitter away. Not when I’d seen a way I might get him and the woman free.


    I said to Bayyan, “If night falls before that crystal glows, I swear to you, I’ve a plan that can work.”


    Bayyan cut me a sharp glance. “I must be mad to listen, but I admit I’m curious. Tell me how you plan to snatch two scholars from the midst of an army of warriors.”


    I started talking, even as my gaze drifted south, where buttes and cones of rock dwindled into crimson distance. Kiran was somewhere out there. Mother of maidens, I hoped he was all right. At least he wasn’t anywhere near Gavila.


    I sent him a silent apology for the risk I was about to take. Stay safe, I willed him. Please. And be careful of Zadikah.


    


    



    [bookmark: _Toc432273031]Chapter Fourteen


    


    (Kiran)


    


    Kiran crouched beside Teo and Zadikah in the shadows between tapered turrets of stone. The rich light of the setting sun heightened the improbable colors of the rock, which was whorled and striped in layers that ranged from red and purple through orange to palest cream. Beyond the turrets was an expanse of low dunes barren of boulders or any other cover. A mile distant, the sand lapped up against a great bulwark of rock with a crenellated crest resembling the spine of some storybook dragon.


    On the far side of the dragon-rock, hidden amid a thousand folds and crannies of stone, were the black-daggers’ sacred pools—and Kiran’s chance to stop Gavila from handing Dev over to demons. Nervous impatience fizzed in Kiran’s blood, burning away weariness. They’d pushed hard to get here, and Zadikah kept insisting her route was faster than any Gavila might take with captives in tow, but Kiran couldn’t shake the fear that he would come too late.


    Squatting a careful few feet away, Zadikah aimed a sour glance at him. “Stop fidgeting. We have to wait to cross the dunes until darkness hides us. See those holes?” She pointed to a pale layer at the dragon-rock’s base that was honeycombed with voids like hungry black mouths. “They lead into caves that run for miles beneath the rock. I spent many summers exploring the caves as a girl, far more deeply than most others in the clan. I know a route that comes out right above the pools.”


    The words might be reassuring, but her eyes held no warmth. She never got within touching distance of Kiran. She wasn’t much better with Teo. While she might not display the same anger as Raishal, the revelation of his nature had left a barrier between them, obvious in their taut silences and dark, pensive glances.


    During rare rest breaks, Kiran had seized every chance he could to give Zadikah and Teo privacy to talk, in hopes their shared grief for Veddis might bridge the rift. But when he returned from whatever task he’d used as an excuse, all too often he found Teo and Zadikah sitting farther apart than ever, their bodies rigid and an argument dying on the air.


    The sadness Kiran felt over that was so deep it surprised him. It wasn’t out of guilt; he might have been the catalyst for the fracturing of Teo and Zadikah’s relationship, but their difficulties now had little to do with him.


    Maybe he just wanted some sign of hope for a happier future, even if that future wasn’t his. But what he really wanted was to have Dev once more safe at his side.


    “We shouldn’t waste time waiting for darkness,” Kiran said. “You said Gavila would be taking a different route. If we reach the caves quickly enough—”


    “Gavila will send scouts ranging wide,” Zadikah said. “Some may already be high on the crest of the rock keeping watch. If we’re spotted, our chance for ambush is ruined.”


    At the word ambush, Teo turned his head. His gaze bored into Kiran, a silent warning.


    Kiran sighed. He’d convinced Zadikah to capture Gavila alive, on the argument that they needed her as leverage to free Dev and her other prisoners and ensure their safe retreat. The black-daggers knew the danger of his touch. All Kiran had to do was get his hands on Gavila, and she and her kin would believe that her life depended on his will.


    But if they succeeded in freeing Gavila’s captives, Kiran held no illusions that Zadikah intended to leave Gavila breathing. That was a problem for later; for now, he was more worried over how to succeed in an ambush when he didn’t dare take the least bit of ikilhia in case Teo construed that as harm. So frustrating, when Teo’s new doses had left him feeling stronger than he had since…well, since before he’d woken with his mind damaged in Ninavel. Kiran hadn’t realized how deeply the imbalance of his ikilhia had affected him. But now—if only he dared drop his barriers, he felt he could cast with such strength he could move mountains.


    Despite temptation, he would hold to his promise. Kiran still winced to think how easily he’d broken the one he’d made to Dev before the black-daggers’ first attack. This time would be different. This time he wouldn’t kill, no matter the provocation, and not just because he wanted to stay in Teo’s good graces.


    “We have a problem besides scouts.” Kiran looked out at the dunes, all red sand and sharp-edged shadows. “An earth-current loops between us and the caves. A strong one, for me to sense it from this far away.” The faint, sweet song of it made his stomach shiver with nerves.


    Teo tensed. “Where? I can’t feel it.”


    “About a third of the way across the dunes.” Kiran pointed.


    Zadikah asked, “Can we go around it?”


    “We’d have to swing wide to the north and double back.” Such a detour would waste half the night, perhaps without reason. Kiran still didn’t know how easily demons could find him. If the ssarez-kai had used up all his blood in their first hunt, their only recourse might be to lie in wait in the distant canyon where Gavila had meant to send him. But Kiran knew too little of demons’ capabilities to be sure they wouldn’t pounce upon him the moment he set foot near the least wisp of earth-power.


    It drove him wild not to know. Yet he’d had no success in contacting the scarred demon again. The desert they’d traveled had been devoid of magic. Even when the moon was high, he hadn’t heard so much as a whisper of demonic presence. The tales Zadikah had shared spoke of summoning demons with music. Surely in Ninavel’s markets you’ve heard the wails of demon-singers, she’d said. Men and women who claim to know the ancient songs that attract demons and sway them to hurt enemies…for a price. The singers are frauds, of course. The ancient songs were too complex for a single voice. Our tales say that dozens of singers were needed, trained to create harmonies with perfect precision.


    Kiran had gotten a flash of the soaring beauty of the song he’d heard in the great temple chamber. Maybe an Alathian mage could replicate that, trained as they were in singing to cast spells, but he certainly couldn’t.


    Teo said, “What if we come across another current in the caves? Or even a confluence? From what you say of these never-emptying pools, Zadikah, I have a feeling they sit over a reservoir of magical energy.”


    Kiran was terrified of just that. To come all this way and be forced to stop short so he wouldn’t endanger them all by attracting demons—frustration seethed in him at the very idea.


    There was time yet before the sun set. “Give me more hadaf,” Kiran said. “I’ll search my memories while we wait for nightfall.”


    “I don’t see how that will help,” Teo said. “You haven’t found anything of use so far.”


    “Before, I was trying to find out how to summon a demon,” Kiran said. “This time I intend to focus on something different.”


    “Like what?” Zadikah asked. Despite her reserve, she always listened with focused attention when Kiran spoke of demons. That fit with her stated goal of freeing her clan from their alliance with the ssarez-kai; so far he’d seen nothing in her that would suggest she hadn’t dealt honestly with him.


    “Protection,” Kiran said. “The bone mage who cast upon me was far too clever not to research how to shield herself from the demons she served. I spent hours standing in her workroom while she cast. I must have seen or heard something I can use.”


    Teo and Zadikah exchanged a glance of shared skepticism, a silent communion that was the closest Kiran had yet seen them come to their old rapport. Teo opened his pack.


    “I suppose it’ll stop you from driving Zadikah mad with your fidgeting.” He unwrapped a twist of oilcloth and handed Kiran one of the sticky-sweet balls clumped within.


    Kiran put the hadaf in his mouth. It seemed to work faster each time he chewed it. Within moments, he felt centered in a pool of calm, the world outside his mind distant and unimportant.


    Protection, he thought, and summoned the memory of the mage’s desiccated voice, her cold eyes that saw him as nothing more than clay waiting to be shaped. She must have known a better way to avoid demonic attention than cowering on ground devoid of magic. Standing outside the forbidding wall at the heart of his mind, he begged his childhood self, Show me how to stay safe from them.


    Like a rill of poisoned water, memory seeped forth to enfold him.


    Kiran stumbled along the temple corridor, his wrist caught in the grip of a man he could barely see through drifting veils of color. The scorpions were silent, their attention elsewhere, but even on nights when Kiran heard no whispers, he still saw things no one else seemed to notice. The adults didn’t flinch from the drifting fire that stained the air, or walk blindly into walls as Kiran did when swirling colors hid the temple’s stone. The fire wasn’t so bad—the glimmery kind didn’t burn him, and the patterns it made were pretty—but Kiran was terrified of the huge prowling monsters that were all shifting shadows and spiked limbs. Their hunger made his head hurt until he wanted to scream. Worse were the bodies lying in the halls, all torn and bloody with charred holes for eyes. The adults walked through them like the bodies weren’t there, and got angry with him when he tried to dodge.


    The grip on his wrist jerked him to a halt. The door in front of Kiran was outlined in a blaze of colors that made him cringe away. The door-fire was the kind that hurt. Even standing close made his head ache.


    The man holding him thumped a fist on the door, and it creaked open.


    “What is it?” a familiar voice demanded.


    Kiran shivered. It was the lady with fire burning inside her, who crumbled bones in her fingers and hurt him no matter how he screamed. A whine rose in his throat; he swallowed it down, hunching small in hope he wouldn’t draw the bone-lady’s attention.


    She was standing beside a stone table stacked with piles of her nasty bones. Ripples of poisonous green flickered and twisted above one bone pile, and more green light crawled over the great jagged pattern inset into the chamber’s back wall.


    For once, the bone-lady didn’t have a book in her hands. But on the far side of the chamber, a stone block as tall as she was had been pulled out of the wall. The narrow space beyond was lined with hundreds of books, of all shapes and sizes.


    “I’ve brought the boy,” the man holding Kiran announced.


    The bone-lady would hurt him again. Kiran tugged in helpless desperation against the grip on his wrist. The man—Kiran recognized him now, it was the mustached man with the sour scowl—didn’t even look down at him.


    “I’ve no time for him tonight,” the bone-lady said. “I need to keep watch. I sensed something earlier. The merest hint of foreign magic beyond our veils…too thin a spoor for me to identify, which in itself is worrisome.”


    Kiran barely heard the rest of her words, too focused on the first. She wouldn’t be hurting him tonight. The colors drifting around him faded to gossamer, the stone of walls and floor more solidly real than it had felt in days.


    “Why so worried?” the sour man asked. “You’ve always dealt easily enough with outsiders who come sniffing around our veils.”


    “The last mage who breached our wards was no weakling. If not for the aid of those we serve, it’d be my bones bleaching in the vats, not hers. A mage skilled enough to probe our defenses and leave so little trace may be more dangerous yet.”


    Kiran seized on one word: outsiders. There really were people living somewhere outside the temple? The amayas in the child garden had told stories of such things, but he’d never been sure the tales were true.


    “So ask Shaikar’s children for aid again. Let them hunt down this clever mage.”


    “Not until I have a better scent. They won’t be pleased if I beg their intervention over nothing more than hints and fears. They’ve little skill for distinguishing human mages and their spellwork—much as you might have trouble distinguishing individual ants.”


    Kiran was an ant to the bone-lady and the sour man. Something they cared nothing for and were happy to crush. But in the stories the amayas had told of other lands, adults were different. They didn’t hurt children; they were kind to them. They protected them from monsters.


    He wished he could go to one of those lands. If only he could, maybe the adults there would protect him too.


    The sour man grunted. “Let us hope Shaikar’s children continue to think of us as ants and forget that ants can bite.” He glanced down at Kiran. “I’ll admit, the boy’s lasted longer than I thought. Send for me when you’re ready to continue working with him.”


    He pulled Kiran away from the door and down the corridor. Kiran followed blindly, ignoring wavering curtains of fire and the occasional shadowy pile of bloodied flesh. He was caught up in an idea so huge and tantalizing he could think of nothing else.


    What if he really could sneak out of the temple and find a place like those in the tales? A land without scorpions and monsters and fear, where adults were kind and the world made sense? Bright visions of half-remembered stories danced in his head, vivid with the force of his longing.


    “Back to bed, boy.” The sour man shoved him inside a darkened room and shut the door. Vicious yellow fire blazed to life around the doorframe.


    Kiran was alone amid the shadowed shapes of cots. Both Jain and Ralia were gone now. Sometimes he wondered if he’d imagined them.


    The scorpions weren’t watching tonight. It would be a good time to run. But how? The window was open, letting in cool air and the sweet scents of the night-blooming flowers lining the courtyard outside, but he couldn’t climb through. Fire burned around the window, ugly and yellow and dangerous just like that around the door. The forbidding pulse of it beat in his head the same way he felt the monsters’ hunger or heard the scorpions’ voices.


    He would be stuck in this room until the sour man came for him again. The bone-lady would hurt him more, and the scorpions would laugh. Kiran glared at the window fire, hating it, hating everything. He didn’t want to be trapped here. He wanted to tear his way through the fire to the night beyond. He clawed with angry, hopeless hands at the yellow blaze, no longer caring if it burned him.


    Pain seared his fingers. Something twisted inside him, sharp and strange enough to stop his breath. Flames died away into sparks that soon faded entirely. Kiran blinked, hardly daring to believe the fire had gone. Sucking on sore fingers, he edged closer to the window, until he was leaning out the frame.


    No lash of agony struck him. The courtyard outside was all cool, inviting shadows and silver moonlight empty of fire or phantoms. The only sound was the faint rustle of leaves in the night breeze.


    Kiran flung his legs over the windowsill and slithered out. He landed on something leafy and yielding, sending up a cloud of flower-scent so strong it made him want to sneeze. He clamped a hand over his nose and mouth and crawled out of the bush.


    Was that the creak of door hinges? The adults would see his bed empty. They would guess where he’d gone. He had to get away.


    The courtyard’s far wall was covered in fat white flowers glimmering in the moonlight. Amid the tangle of vines, an iron gate stood invitingly open. Kiran ran for the gate, a desperate litany repeating in his head: don’t see me don’t see me don’t see me—


    He crashed headlong into something hard that grunted in surprise. Strong hands caught his shoulders. He tried to jerk free, but his body wouldn’t move. His skin tingled and prickled as if spiders crawled over him. Red mist swirled around him, blurring his vision.


    “What have you there, brother?” a woman asked, the words soft but strange-sounding. Some parts were harsher, others more gliding than they should be.


    Kiran’s captor spoke: a deep, male voice, as strong as the hands prisoning him. “A temple mouse…a frightened mouse. What does it run from, I wonder?”


    Greedy tendrils burst into Kiran’s head, prying at him as though he was a scrap of cloth they wanted to unravel. He screamed, but all that escaped past his locked throat was an agonized whimper. Instinctively, he fought to tear the tendrils away as he had the fire at the window.


    “Ah!” His captor sounded more surprised than ever. “Liza, do you see? The boy had veiled himself. But now—ah, how his ikilhia burns…” The prying tendrils melted into soothing warmth. “Hush, child. I won’t harm such a bright one as you. Show me who you are and why you were running.”


    The gentle warmth spread through Kiran, washing away his fear, wrapping him in comfort and strength. He relaxed into the man’s grip, all thought of fighting gone. He’d felt nothing like this, not since the child garden, and he never wanted it to stop.


    The man’s breath hissed out. “Oh, these fools. Look what they’ve done—they’ve nearly ruined him. He has not a shred of protection. If this canyon’s confluence were as large as Ninavel’s, he’d be dead long since. Even so, it’s a miracle he’s endured this long.”


    Liza said, “All we’ve seen in this temple so far are fools, true, but it was no idiot-brained nathahlen who caused Idarantis’s death-sigil to glow. If we’re to avenge her, then we must tread cautiously until we know who bested her and how. Every moment I continue to veil us increases our risk of discovery. So come, brother. Set aside this distraction. Put the child out of his misery if you must, but—”


    “Liza, look at him!” The man’s arms tightened around Kiran. “We might search for centuries before we found another soul so bright. Do you remember when I asked Vasha how we might know to choose an akhelysh, and she said there would be no choice—that we would know, heart and soul alike?”


    “You cannot be serious!”


    Kiran knotted his hands in the man’s silken shirt, struggling to speak. Don’t let me go, he wanted to say. Please, I want to stay with you.


    The warmth enfolding Kiran shifted into a fierce, wordless surge of assent.


    Liza said, “Ruslan, truly? You want this child, of all children? Damaged, his mind and ikilhia in tatters? If we take him, we will only alert Idarantis’s killer to our presence.”


    “I want him.” The conviction pulsing through Kiran doubled. “If we must change our strategy to fight here and now, so be it. You and I together have the strength to prevail against any enemy. Afterward, the boy is young enough he can recover. If I break the bindings on his body, wall off the damaged areas of his mind and protect him properly, he will heal. And then…ah, Liza. Think what an akhelysh he will make.”


    For a wondrous instant, Kiran saw himself, tall and strong and adult, standing in a room made of shining white stone. A broad-shouldered man wearing clothes marked with strange red and black symbols put a hand on the adult Kiran’s shoulder, smiling, and adult-Kiran knelt with smooth grace, adoration bright in his eyes. Blue fire spiraled from his hands to join with red fire sparking off the other man, building a swirling structure so intricate and beautiful that Kiran’s heart seized with confused longing.


    Cool, slender fingers brushed Kiran’s brow, and the vision faded. “Rushenka, I agree that his magical potential is incredible. You may even be right that he can heal, though I find it hard to imagine when he is more than halfway to madness. But, look…”


    An old, half-forgotten memory welled up: Kiran was in the child garden, weeping because Jain had downed a bird with a stone.


    “He is not you, Rushenka. His heart is too soft. I know what you see when you look at him. Have you not shared with me the suffering you endured before Vasha found you? But what you endured made you strong. This child has not that same strength.”


    Terror spiked through Kiran. She wanted Ruslan to leave him here with the bone-lady. He’d never feel the warmth rippling through him again. He fought the block on his throat.


    “I can be strong,” he gasped out. “Please, take me with you!”


    Ruslan smoothed Kiran’s hair off his face and traced the line of his cheek. “If I take you, will you always obey me? No matter what I should ask of you?”


    “Yes,” Kiran assured him. “Anything you want—I’ll be whatever you want—just please, please, don’t leave me here.”


    Ruslan cradled him close. “With the proper training, softness can be tempered into steel. Look, Liza…” Another memory seeped up: Kiran forcing a new, smaller boy to give over a favorite wagon-toy, because Ralia had asked him to do it. Kiran had felt bad, especially when the smaller boy started sobbing, but he’d wanted so much for Ralia to like him. She was older and cleverer and knew all the best games.


    “All he needs is the right mage-brother or sister to show him the proper path, as you did for me.”


    “Ruslan…” Liza’s voice softened further.


    “I want him,” Ruslan repeated, as if nothing else in the world mattered.


    Liza sighed. “I never could refuse you anything. He certainly is a beautiful child. I just hope he’s worth the danger you bring us. To fight when we haven’t yet a proper understanding of our enemy…”


    “Kiran can help us with that.” Ruslan cupped Kiran’s chin. “You hate those who hurt you, do you not? Are you brave enough to help me punish them for it?”


    Kiran didn’t want to go anywhere near the bone-lady again. But he’d told Ruslan he could be strong.


    “Yes,” he said faintly.


    “Good.” Ruslan took Kiran’s hand. “Then come with me and hold to that bravery. Whatever comes, I promise you, I will protect you from harm.”


    The utter certainty of that promise rang through Kiran like a struck bell. When Ruslan led him toward the temple, he gladly followed. For the first time since he’d left the child garden, he felt safe.


    Memory dissolved in a red blaze of anguish. Kiran struggled to breathe, tears wet on his cheeks. His heart hurt with a pain so deep it shattered all thought. He curled in on himself with a cry.


    Hands touched him, oddly tentative. “Hush. You must calm yourself, or scouts may hear you.”


    He was done obeying Ruslan. He twisted away. “Why couldn’t you be the savior I thought you? How can you comfort me and yet be so cruel?”


    “Kiran. What you see is only memory. Set it aside and come back to us.”


    The voice was quiet and level and not at all like Ruslan’s. Kiran blinked and saw sunset colors limned over sharp-etched turrets of rock. Teo was a dark shape so close Kiran could hear him breathing. Zadikah was invisible in the shadows but for the spark of her ikilhia.


    “Sorry,” Kiran muttered, glad of the darkness that hid the burning of his cheeks. “I was confused. I hope no black-daggers heard me.”


    “You thought I was Ruslan.” Teo sounded so careful, as if he was afraid Kiran would lose all sense and start yelling again. Irrational anger swept Kiran. He wasn’t some fragile thing that would break into uselessness. The storm that raged in his heart was nothing new, after all.


    He strove to speak with cool dispassion. “I remembered how Ruslan found me at the temple.” He crossed his arms, wishing he could stop shivering. The night wasn’t cold.


    “But did you learn anything about protection from demons?” Zadikah asked, as pragmatic as Dev might be in her place.


    A laugh escaped Kiran, harsh as a raven’s call. “The only protection I found then is impossible now.” He didn’t want to explain more than that. Teo and Zadikah wouldn’t understand. Nobody would, not even Dev. They all saw Ruslan as a monster, pure and simple. But that wasn’t the truth, not all of it. It wouldn’t hurt so much if it were.


    “So you found nothing of use.” There was an odd note in Zadikah’s voice; something dark, constricted.


    “I didn’t say I learned nothing.” He’d been too cautious; he saw that now. If he wanted to defeat Ruslan, he had to learn to think like him. In this situation, Ruslan would not cower in ignorance. He would be bold, just as he’d been at the temple. I once burned a confluence to claim you for my own. If that was how Ruslan had destroyed the bone mage and covered his theft of Kiran, no demons had come in time to prevent it, or even to shake Ruslan’s complacent belief that demons were nothing more than superstition.


    They’ve little skill for distinguishing human mages, the bone mage had said of her ssarez-kai allies. Yet Kiran might be different. The scarred demon had said his blood sang of kinship.


    He couldn’t afford to guess. He had to know. Kiran shoved to his feet, focusing on the distant song of the earth-current. The dunes had become a black sea. Anyone moving across them would blend into the shadows.


    “I have to find out before we reach the pools if the ssarez-kai can sense me. Stay here; I’m going to the earth-current.”


    Teo protested, “Kiran, you’re upset. You’re not thinking clearly—”


    “The scarred demon wanted to keep me from being taken by the ssarez-kai. If they can sense me through the earth-current, so can it. It will come to warn me, and I’ll demand more information before I run. If no demons come, then I’ll know I can seek Dev without fear of currents or confluence.”


    Zadikah demanded, “What if the ssarez-kai come first to take you?”


    She didn’t want to lose her weapon against Gavila. He hadn’t told her yet how Teo had hobbled him. “Then you can rejoice in the knowledge that demons will trouble your lands no longer.”


    Teo gripped his wrist, clamping as hard as the sour man had in his memory. “Kiran. Think. If you make this gamble and lose, what of Dev?”


    “How can I hope to help him when I don’t even know if I can get near him?” Kiran yanked free with strength he only wished he’d possessed as a child.


    “Kiran, wait—”


    “Stay back!” Kiran ran. Sand dragged at his feet until his breath came hard, but he didn’t slow. If he couldn’t drop his barriers to release the whirlwind still tearing at his heart, he could at least spend some of the storm’s fury in the burn of his muscles and the savage pumping of his blood.


    As he approached the earth-current, its flow remained an innocuously slender, shining stream, without surging or taking on the chill signature of demon magic. Kiran stopped, panting in heaving gasps. The aether around him remained calm. No clouds marred the stars sprinkling the indigo sky. No tendrils of alien power crept over his barriers.


    Yet he sensed a subtle whiff of a silent, watching presence that slipped away from him like a snake burrowing into sand whenever he tried to focus on it.


    Anger boiled up until Kiran was dizzy with the effort of holding his barriers. “Show yourself,” he snarled at the darkness, willing a pallid, scar-browed apparition to materialize from the shadows.


    A faint mental whisper reached him. Stop spreading your desire on the currents, foolish child, lest the ssarez-kai hear your call. Keep your soul still and small.


    Kiran wrestled his anger down and layered his barriers tighter. The implication that the ssarez-kai might not hear him was promising, but still…“How is it that you can so easily find me?”


    I have talents the ssarez-kai do not. Whereas your talent appears to be for idiocy. I thought you would seek out the ssarez-kai’s former stronghold that lies now in the deadlands, protected only by remnants of human magic. It’s so close to where you now walk. Do you not wish to learn the reason behind your creation so you and I might bargain? Yet instead you run straight toward the human servants of the ssarez-kai.


    The stronghold the demon spoke of must be the veiled temple. Zadikah had told him of her search through the Demon’s Maw with Bayyan; she’d even said the Maw was only a day’s walk from the black-daggers’ sacred pools. Her failure to see any sign of the temple within the Maw made perfect sense if remnants of the bone mage’s defenses remained. The bone mage must have anchored some of her veils far enough from the confluence that the spells had survived its destruction.


    “I do intend to go to the veiled temple. But first, I have to rescue my friend. If you help me, I could—”


    The demon interrupted, disdainful and distant. You are not ready to bargain. I will give you no more aid until you are.


    “I am ready to bargain!”


    Nothing. Silence stretched on, thick and obdurate, though Kiran could feel the demon still watching. He choked back a howl of frustration.


    “Kiran.” The sharp whisper was human in origin. The darkness had grown deep, but Kiran didn’t need to see with his eyes to recognize the spark of Zadikah’s ikilhia, accompanied by Teo’s far brighter bronze flame. They should have stayed back as he asked, but now he was glad he needn’t lose more time in returning over the dunes.


    “The scarred demon spoke to me. It’s not happy I’m rescuing Dev instead of going to the veiled temple, but I think we’re safe to cross straight to the caves.” Kiran hurried through a quick explanation of what the demon had said and the conclusions he’d drawn from its words.


    “Good. Then we go,” was all Zadikah said in response, coolly practical once more. She strode past, and Kiran wasted no time in following.


    Teo caught up to him. “You were fortunate just now, but have a care, Kiran. You were worried that Ruslan wants you to recover your memories. I think that fear justified. I think he knew exactly how deeply they would upset you, and how rash you would be in reaction.”


    Reminded of the inner whispers encouraging him to seek his past, of Mikail’s exasperated guidance in his dream, unease flickered through Kiran. But what he’d done hadn’t been rash. It had been necessary.


    “Perhaps that’s what Ruslan hoped, but I’m not what he thinks. I never have been,” Kiran said, and shut out the memory of his own voice insisting that he could be exactly what Ruslan wanted.


    


    * * *


    


    Kiran wriggled through a rock passage so cramped he had to shimmy along like a worm. He couldn’t see a thing. Zadikah had a glowlight charm, but the faint blue aura was wholly blocked by her body as she squirmed along the passage ahead of him. Kiran’s heart hammered with far more than exertion. When Zadikah had spoken of traveling through caves, he’d imagined walking through man-high tunnels like those in a mine, perhaps with the occasional crawl through a hole or scramble over rocks.


    The reality was far different. Scrambling through the caves was as strenuous as anything he’d done with Dev in the mountains, and far more disorienting. Zadikah led them on a route that constantly changed direction: climb a jumble of rocks, squeeze sideways through an improbably small gap, wriggle down a crevice that was sharp with crystals or slick with moisture. Worst of all were long, terrifyingly tight passages like the one he wormed through now.


    He kept seeing Dev’s memories of the coal mine in Alathia—specifically, that terrible final day when an earthquake had caused a collapse of the tunnels, crushing and trapping hundreds of miners. What if such a quake struck here? Or what if he got stuck while crawling, wedged so tightly that only magic could free him?


    If he got injured or trapped and had to cast, and Ruslan came for him…


    He would not panic. He would not. Kiran counted breaths and constructed mental patterns that were first simple and then ever more complex.


    It did not much help. Dev had said that once he hated Ruslan, everything would be easier. But what he felt in the wake of his memory of the temple was not easy or clean, but a murky maelstrom so violent and deep that Kiran was terrified to examine it. Instead, he wrestled it away from his consciousness, like forcing a leviathan into lightless depths. Yet his control felt as fragile as spell-spun glass. At any moment the leviathan might shatter it and rise to swallow him.


    Safest was when he could focus on something outside himself. Inching along, rock scraping his fingers raw, Kiran recalled how Zadikah had led them through soaring hollows choked with stone pillars that looked like melted candles. Dagger-sharp icicles of stone speared downward from the rock above, and the cave walls were wrinkled into folds like hanging curtains. Some formations were so intricate that Kiran thought they must have been shaped with magic, but when he’d asked, Teo had denied it.


    The world is full of wonders that have nothing to do with magic, he’d said. Any scholar at the collegium will tell you as much. You should see the journals of those who’ve explored the far north, or the lands over the eastern sea.


    The wistfulness of Teo’s words struck a chord in Kiran. He too had always loved to read of adventures in foreign lands. Curiosity drove him to ask, Why did you leave the Seranthines?


    Zadikah had glanced back, her steps slowing. Kiran suspected it was her evident interest rather than his that prompted Teo’s reluctant answer.


    The matria’s daughter gave birth to a baby that did not thrive. The apt-Scholar of healing believed it was an imbalance in the blood and treated it as such. But my mage-sight showed me the truth: the child had a hole in his heart. Such a thing can’t be treated with herbs, but spells can repair it. Rather than keep silent and watch the child die, I told the matria what I saw, after swearing her to secrecy about me. She hired a mage from Ninavel. The child lived, and I left.


    Why? Kiran asked. You said the matria swore.


    She knew the truth of me, said Teo. And I knew a day would come when she would consider some goal so important she would break her vow.


    Zadikah had spoken then. You revealed your nature for the sake of a child you had no bond with, yet you wouldn’t lift a finger for Veddis?


    I didn’t cast on the child, Teo had protested, sparking off an argument that subsided only because it was too hard for Teo and Zadikah to hear each other while squirming through a passage as tight as they traveled now.


    Blue light glimmered down the tunnel. “Gets wider again up here,” Zadikah called.


    Kiran gladly wriggled faster. He squeezed between two crystalline pillars and into a space not quite tall enough for him to stand up straight. He edged forward, neck crooked awkwardly sideways—and stopped, at a shiver of power in the aether.


    “There’s an earth-current ahead.” To find one amid so much inert rock was a certain sign that a confluence lay beneath the black-daggers’ sacred pools. Kiran glanced at Teo, who was grunting his way out from between the pillars, and couldn’t resist adding, “A good thing we know I can safely cross it.”


    “Unless the ssarez-kai have waited for you to have nowhere to run,” Teo said dourly. “How much longer until we’re out of the caves?”


    “We’re near the pools.” Zadikah moved away. The glimmer of her charm illuminated ranks of protruding, blade-thin sheets of translucent stone. “Soon, we’ll even travel real tunnels.”


    “Thank the goddess,” Teo said, heartfelt. Kiran had to agree. His sore neck and abused knees and elbows were certainly eager for easier travel.


    He asked, “Real tunnels? Who made them?”


    Zadikah answered, “When the black-daggers’ ancestors were first exiled from the Kaithan tribelands, exile wasn’t considered enough of a punishment for their heresy by some of the other tribes. Their warleaders banded together in secret and hired a Varkevian mage to kill all who revered Shaikar over other gods. But Shaikar did not abandon his servants; it’s said he touched the soul of a black-dagger child, granting the girl enough power to protect all her kin. She cast to create the tunnels so the black-daggers might hide within them. Then she trapped and killed the mage who hunted them. The black-dagger elders sent the mage’s body back to the tribelands, and the other tribes were wise enough to send no more hunters.”


    Kiran was seized by a desire to know more of this long-ago girl who’d fought so bravely and prevailed against an older, deadlier mage. This was an even better distraction than the cave formations. “How did she trap the mage?”


    The light of Zadikah’s charm faded as she negotiated another narrow passage. “Who knows? We’ve a hundred versions of the story. In one, Cadah—the girl—asks Shaikar’s children to make her a ring of fire from which her enemy can’t escape. In another, she entices the mage into a mineral pool that absorbs all his magic. If I told them all, it’d take hours.”


    She didn’t sound as though she wanted to keep talking. A shame, but Kiran could sympathize; he needed all his breath to worm his way after her. The passage ended in a hole so small it took three tries and some shoving from Teo before he squeezed through. Beyond, he found Zadikah climbing down a rockpile to a circular opening far too wide and smooth to be natural.


    The tunnels from Zadikah’s story. Kiran helped Teo struggle out of the hole, and they scrambled after Zadikah. A steady plink of water was loud in the silence, a sound that brought Kiran tantalizing visions of glacial icemelt and mountain streams. Inside the tunnel’s round mouth, stone glistened in the light of Zadikah’s charm. When Kiran trailed a hand along the wall, moisture slicked his fingertips. The tunnel had surely been made by magic, just as Zadikah had said, but so long ago that no trace of patterned spellwork remained. Easy enough to see where the mage-girl had gotten the power to cast. The earth-current had become a bright stream spiraling so close around the tunnel that Kiran felt he might sink his fingers straight through the stone into its rich, seductive flow.


    Thanks to Teo’s cure, he felt no pain at the current’s proximity, only yearning. He ached to let the power race through his blood and transmute the darkness boiling at his core to joy.


    Instead, he blocked out desire and kept watch for any change in the current’s flow, or any sly demon whispers. Ahead, Zadikah stopped at a split in the tunnel. No, not a split. What he had taken for a second tunnel was an arched opening to a dark void too large for Zadikah’s little charm to illuminate. Beside the arch, spidery lines of pale crystal threaded the tunnel’s black stone. The crystal threads almost looked like a pattern, reminiscent of the jagged, complex spiral he remembered from the bone mage’s workroom wall.


    “What is that?” When Kiran looked closer, the pattern wasn’t the same as the one in his memory. He brushed a finger over it and felt nothing. If this pattern had been for a spell, the magic had long since died.


    “A map of the tunnels,” Zadikah said. “Part of them, anyway. Took me months to realize, but when I did, it made exploring much easier.” She traced one of the lines.


    A map. Could that also be true of the pattern from his memory? Perhaps it was a map of the temple’s halls.


    “We’re close now to exiting the caves,” Zadikah said. “I don’t think Gavila will have scouts watching the tunnels, but I can’t be sure. If either of you sense black-daggers ahead, now’s the time to tell me.”


    Teo said, “I sense nothing, but Kiran has far greater range than I do.”


    Kiran shut his eyes and concentrated. With his barriers so thickly layered, it was hard to distinguish anything beyond the earth-current. Yet much like catching movement in the corner of his eye, he sensed a wisp of energy ahead, too faint and elusive to properly identify.


    “I feel something, but I’m not sure it’s a person. If I get closer…” Kiran took a step toward the arch, then paused, caution rising. What if the elusive wisp was some signature of a quiescent ward? He didn’t wish to trigger anything that might bring the black-daggers’ attention.


    The amulet he wore would hide him from even the strongest of human-made wards, and the wisp didn’t carry that icy, unmistakable aura of demon magic.


    “Well?” Zadikah’s question was as taut as Kiran’s nerves had become. If clanfolk did stand guard over the tunnels, he’d have to make clear to Zadikah that he would not take anyone’s ikilhia. She wouldn’t be pleased. She was only tolerating him because she thought him useful.


    So he had best prove his usefulness to her in ways that did not involve fighting.


    “Wait here.” Kiran edged beneath the arch. That wisp, so diffuse. He could almost make it out, almost… He took another step.


    A cataract of power burst to life around him. Kiran leapt for the arch with a yell, only to slam into an unyielding barrier. He toppled backward, his amulet searing his chest. Scores of crystal lines blazed white on the walls, the floor, even the rocky roof overhead; a net of magic completely enclosed him. The seething chaos of the spell was foreign—not the icy dissonance of demon magic, but not the intricately structured spellwork he knew, either.


    “Kiran!” Teo’s horrified shout echoed off stone.


    “Stay back!” No magic assaulted Kiran. The crystalline net was apparently meant to contain, not kill. But containment spells were often designed to allow one-way passage. Once triggered, objects and even people could cross within their boundary, but nothing could leave it. If Teo or Zadikah entered the net, they’d be trapped with Kiran.


    “Can you get out?” Teo asked.


    The blazing lines inscribed all around him illuminated the entire chamber, which was empty but for him. The only entrance was the arch where Zadikah and Teo stood silhouetted.


    “I’m trapped,” Kiran said, realization settling heavy on him. The power caging him might be oddly unpatterned in its flow, but it was also seamless and viciously strong. Even if he cast, he hadn’t the power to break the spell. Not without some other source than his own ikilhia to draw on.


    A source such as the amulet that still burned hot beneath his shirt. But if he siphoned away the amulet’s magic to break free, the moment the net failed, his mind would be left wholly open to Ruslan. He might as well throw himself straight into Ruslan’s arms. But why hadn’t the amulet’s veiling hidden him from the wards and prevented the trap from triggering?


    His gaze fixed on Zadikah, who was lowering a hand from the rock beyond the archway. Blood dripped dark from her fingers.


    “You triggered the magic,” Kiran said, airless with shock. He’d been so certain her hatred of Gavila was real. “This is how your ancestor trapped her enemy, and the black-daggers still know the key to spark her wards. You lied about Gavila, didn’t you? What did she offer you to cage me for her?”


    Teo began a startled protest, turning to Zadikah. His mouth fell open, his words dying when he saw the blood on her hand.


    Zadikah’s chin lifted. “I didn’t lie. I will kill Gavila. But with my own hands, not yours.”


    “Then why trap Kiran?” Teo demanded.


    “Because Gavila will see the stone of Cadah glow above the pools, and know Cadah’s trap holds a mage as prey. She’ll think I’ve done her bidding. She’ll believe she’s turned me to her purpose—and in her triumph, she won’t be wary. I’ll kill her, and then by blood-right I will stand in her place.”


    Struggling for calm, Kiran said, “So you can…what? Rule the black-daggers as she does?” If Zadikah knew how to trigger Cadah’s trap, she might also know how to release it. But he couldn’t talk her into releasing him without understanding what she wanted. He hadn’t thought her interested in ruling others. Had he misread her so badly?


    “No! I’m no godspeaker.” Zadikah grimaced as if the very idea was distasteful. “When Shaikar’s children come, I’ll tell them that if they want you, they must promise to leave once they have you and never return. The tales all agree: once given, a demon’s word binds all their kind more strongly than any spell-sealed vow, and they honor the old laws of bargaining and blood-right. You even confirmed as much when you told us of your encounter in the mountains. When you invoked blood-right, the demon yielded to you and left your friends unharmed.”


    Her expression turned all the more adamant. “This is what I want. To remove the danger for the sake of all who live in the clanlands.”


    So he hadn’t misjudged her motives, only her means. He had to break her cold chain of logic.


    “The demons think of me as some kind of kin.” A notion that even now Kiran hated to say aloud, as if speaking it made it true. He was human, not demon. “You have no such advantage. To them you’re nothing more than a rat to despise. You’re the one who said the tales of demons are full of warnings. Release the wards, let me out, and I’ll—I’ll use my kinship to bargain for you—I can claim blood-right as I did in the cirque, and make the demons leave.” He was babbling, he knew it, but he couldn’t think what else to offer.


    “I trust you even less than I trust a demon,” Zadikah said.


    Kiran saw the truth in her eyes. She didn’t just want the demons gone. She wanted him punished for Veddis’s death.


    Teo grabbed her shoulders. “Zadi. I don’t care what Kiran has done. Giving him in cold blood to demons is no kind of answer.”


    Zadikah flung him off. “Then what is? Don’t you think I listened when you told me how deeply you feared Kiran? How worried you were that more people would die if you cured him? I’m doing what you lack the courage for. Kiran will be gone, and his enemies with him, and all you have to do is nothing. Just like you’ve always done. Unless you would cast to stop me?”


    She threw the question at Teo like a dare she wanted him to accept. Almost, Kiran hoped…but Teo shook his head.


    “You know I won’t. But I won’t stand beside you either. Now or ever again. What you do is wrong, Zadikah.”


    Pain leaped vivid on Zadikah’s face, but she stayed resolute. “What I do is necessary. You don’t understand. I wish you did. But I won’t let regret stop me.”


    She was backing away. Newly desperate, Kiran called to her, “What about Dev? Will you at least free him?”


    “He’s already free. Yashad spoke truth in her letter. She sent Bayyan to rescue him. Bayyan won’t have failed. Take comfort in that if you can.” She turned and ran.


    “Zadikah!” Teo charged after her.


    “Teo, wait!” Kiran lunged for the archway and got knocked back again. He feared Teo would chase after Zadikah regardless, but Teo reappeared out of the darkness.


    Kiran said hurriedly, “Her blood will mark where she touched. Did you hear her speak a trigger word?”


    “No.” Teo scrubbed a hand over his eyes, his expression that of a man hoping to wake from a nightmare. “Maybe from here outside the spell I can find a weakness you might exploit. I know if you cast, Ruslan will feel it, but you might have a chance to escape before he can translocate here, just as you did in the Whitefires.”


    Kiran barely heard him, a horrible new implication exploding dark in his head. The power caging him was so strong, he should have sensed far more than that elusive wisp sleeping in the stone. Unless the trap had been specifically veiled against him by a mage who knew enough of his blood and power to key the spell.


    “This isn’t Gavila’s trap. It’s Ruslan’s. He’s the only one who could have hidden this spell so well from me. He’s already on his way.” Kiran crushed panic down, clinging to control. “Teo, find Dev. If Gavila has him, you’ve got to get him away.” He didn’t trust at all in Zadikah’s claim of rescue.


    Teo’s face was sallow in the light blazing out of the chamber. “If Ruslan is coming for you, all the more reason I should try to help you get free.”


    Yes, part of Kiran howled. Stay and help me! But that was foolishness. What chance that Teo—who likely hadn’t even looked at a ward pattern in years—could find a weakness amid the strange, wild chaos of the black-dagger girl’s magic before Ruslan arrived?


    “Ruslan will kill you if he finds you here. Run while you can! Find Dev and tell him that I won’t give up. I’ll fight to the end, but he might have to finish that fight for me.” Teo could help Dev against Ruslan—if not with magic, then with his contacts among the scholars of the collegium.


    Teo didn’t move. “It sounds to me like you’re giving up now.”


    “There’s one chance left to me.” Kiran drew his belt knife and put the point to his forearm. “Wards are no barrier to demons. If I spill my blood on ground marked by this much power, that’s a beacon the scarred demon can’t ignore.” A beacon that would work equally well to draw the attention of the ssarez-kai, but he’d have to hope the scarred demon came first.


    Teo’s frown deepened. “You’d trust a demon to save you? You don’t even know the reason they want you.”


    “You want a better plan? Cast on Zadikah. Force her to return to you. Then take the knowledge of how to release the wards from her mind.” He’d cast on her himself, but the wards entrapping him were powerful enough to deflect any spell he attempted.


    Teo’s shoulders tightened. “I won’t—”


    “I know you won’t. So go. Help Dev, since you can’t help me.”


    Teo flinched. “If that’s what you wish.” And then, softer, “Kiran…I’m sorry.”


    He was gone before the final word faded from the air. Kiran took a shuddering breath and sliced a line down his arm. Blood dripped black onto the blazing crystal lines at his feet.


    He dipped a finger in the pooled blood and sent a thread of his own ikilhia crackling into it, along with an image of the demon: the predatory beauty of its ice-white face, the indigo blaze of its eyes, the ragged darkness of the mark on its brow. Help me, he called, silent and desperate. Or whatever knowledge you want from my memories will be forever lost to you.
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    (Dev)


    


    It’d been long years since I last had to creep down a climb under cover of darkness, fearing that the least noise I made would lead to my death. But my old handler Red Dal had drilled all his Tainters so well in how to move soft and sly while spidering up and down highside towers that the skill hadn’t deserted me. I wasn’t worried about the climbing—a good clean finger-crack split the overhang’s stone, easy to feel in the dark—though I did feel a little twitchy about the chance of meeting another scorpion. But my real fear was for human enemies; a heart-poundingly short distance away, the dark shapes of clanfolk crowded the starlit basin.


    The black-daggers hadn’t lit so much as a candle lantern. Gavila and the clan elders were busy chanting a wavering call-and-response song that Bayyan had said was some kind of paean to Shaikar. I’d seen no glow from the jagged lump of crystal by the pool, and nobody had yet given the scholars any taphtha.


    That was the only good news. If the black-daggers spotted me, I didn’t have much chance of protection. All I carried were two flashfire charms and a barrier charm that Bayyan had warned me wasn’t strong enough to last more than a few moments. He claimed that was all he had on him besides his sling and a blood-boil charm he insisted on keeping for himself.


    Probably so he could more easily kill me along with the scholars if I got caught. Bayyan had heard enough from Gavila to convince him he shouldn’t leave her any chance of a successful bargain. I’d heard it in his flat whisper when he bade me farewell.


    Easing farther down the cliff, I glanced across the basin, to where a deep v-cut split a looming wall of stone. Behind the v-cut was a smooth-walled pocket that looked like a god had idly punched a finger deep into the rock. Above the v-cut, contorted spindles of stone split the stars. Bayyan was skulking among the spindles, searching out any hidden scouts and knifing them. Hopefully as quietly as I was climbing down this cliff.


    More snail-slow shifts of balance, ignoring the burn of overtaxed muscles. The two scholars were a blot of deeper shadow below and to the right of me. The initiate boy was repeating a gulping, desperate prayer that I could hear in the breaks between Gavila and her kin singing to each other.


    The apt-Scholar was silent. I caught the glitter of her eyes: she’d seen me. She made no sound that would draw attention and give me away. In the darkness she wouldn’t recognize me as a former captive, but she must hope I was an enemy of the black-daggers, come to attack them.


    My feet touched sand, and I slunk toward the scholars. The nearest clanfolk were mere bodylengths away. They’d penned up the scholars against the cliff, never thinking someone could sneak down a climb so overhanging.


    The boy spotted me. His mumbled prayer hitched, but he had the smarts to recover himself and keep right on going. I crouched behind him and sawed through his bonds, then the apt-Scholar’s, slow and silent.


    The chanting cut off. I near jumped out of my skin, thinking I’d been spotted. But no—a scarlet glow was growing beside the pool, painting Gavila’s lean form in tones of blood.


    Gavila threw her arms skyward and let out a triumphant shriek. Clanfolk jumped to their feet, answering her with eager cries. Red light flooded the basin.


    No more time. I gripped the scholars’ shoulders. “Block your eyes until you hear me yell. Then follow me, and run.”


    Clanfolk turned our way. The closest saw me; the timbre of their shouts changed.


    I chucked one flashfire charm at the nearest ranks, the second deeper into the pack, and squeezed my eyes shut.


    The world glared white through my closed eyelids. Yells turned to howls, startled and pained.


    “Now!” I shouted at the scholars, and ran for the v-cut. I vaulted through it into the rounded pocket of stone. Its walls soared thirty feet high. A handline knotted from strips of Bayyan’s gabeshal robe dangled down one steeply angled slope.


    The scholars crowded through the v-cut right behind me, the woman helping the boy. Beyond, a yelling crowd of half-blind but very angry black-daggers charged our way, only partially impeded by stumbling into each other. Thank Khalmet, I didn’t see any pallid, grinning demons in the bloody light spilling around them.


    “Climb!” I shoved the scholars toward the handline.


    The apt-Scholar wasted no time. She planted her feet on the rock, grabbed the line, and hauled herself up the slope hand over hand, strong and stubborn as a mule. The boy was slower, grunting with strain, his feet slipping as he tried to brace them.


    The frontrunning clanfolk reached the v-cut. I threw the barrier charm. A sheet of deceptively insubstantial light shot up to twice a man’s height, blocking the opening. The first of the warriors bounced off it, clutching a bloodied face, his yell spiraling high with pain and surprise.


    I scrambled straight up the rock next to the scholars. The slope lessened and became a rounded ridge. Bayyan was crouched in the shadows, anchoring the handline. Beyond him, the ridge dropped away into the dark slash of a crevice. Bayyan had a second braided line ready, disappearing into the chasm.


    I grabbed the line with the scholars on it and hauled. The barrier charm’s magic was already fading, the wall of light shrinking. Gavila shrieked something savage.


    The apt-Scholar made the ridge. I jerked my chin at the second line. “Slide down, quietly.” The next part of this depended on misdirection. I had to get the black-daggers all chasing me while Bayyan hid the scholars.


    She obeyed, sliding into darkness with silently efficient speed. Damn it, the boy was still only halfway up.


    “Move!” I yelled at him. He whimpered and scrabbled his feet on the rock.


    A lean young warrior catapulted over the barrier charm’s magic, launched high by two of his friends in a move straight out of a street acrobat’s repertoire. He raced for the rock, vaulted high, and caught the boy’s ankle. The boy cried out and lost his grip on the handline. He tumbled down to land hard in the sand.


    Fuck! I yanked the handline up before the warrior could grab hold of it. That wouldn’t stop him for long; the slope wasn’t that difficult a climb. Another of the black-daggers somersaulted over the shrinking wall of light, yipping in triumph as he landed.


    Bayyan pushed me aside, something silver in his raised hand, aimed to throw.


    The blood-boil charm. Even as I realized it, the charm arced through the air, speeding straight for the prone scholar-boy below. The instant it touched him, his blood would sizzle into vapor in his veins—not a pretty death, but a fast one.


    The charm didn’t reach the boy. Midair, it exploded in a shower of sparks and metal shards. Beside me, Bayyan screamed, harsh and agonized. Blood burst from his eyes, mouth, and ears to spatter me.


    “Bayyan!” I couldn’t move. Not out of shock, but because my muscles wouldn’t obey me. My whole body might as well have turned to stone.


    I knew what held me. Magic. A demon had showed up after all, and I had no way to fight it—oh, mother of maidens, save us—


    Bayyan made a horrible wet sound and collapsed. The world had gone eerily silent. No more howls from the black-daggers, just the sound of my own panicked breathing.


    “Come down,” a woman said, accented in a way that stood every one of my hairs on end.


    Not a demon, but just as bad. Lizaveta, Ruslan’s mage-sister. My body turned without my volition.


    She stood just outside the v-cut, looking straight at me with a satisfied smile. She wore simple black trousers and shirt unmarked by sigils, and her shining black hair was bound into a single braid that spilled over one shoulder to reach her slender waist. A far cry from the elaborate gown and gems she’d worn in Ninavel, but the perfect umber oval of her face was the same, elegant and beautiful as one of Arkennland’s warrior-queens. The impression was helped by the long, wickedly barbed knife that hung at her side.


    All around her, clanfolk stood like they were asleep on their feet, their arms slack and their faces blank. She’d cast on the black-daggers too? I didn’t get why she’d bothered, when she could take their lives as easily as she had Bayyan’s, to feed her power.


    Bayyan. I didn’t fool myself he’d cared a whit for me, but he’d gotten me free of Gavila. If I hadn’t convinced him into chasing after her, he’d be happily counting his war-charms in Prosul Akheba instead of lying dead at my feet.


    The magic compelling me wouldn’t even let me look at him one last time. I slid down the stone to land beside the scholar-boy, unable to stop myself, knowing I was utterly fucked. Lizaveta had made no vow like her mage-brother’s. She could cast anything she liked against me. I’d once watched her torture an Alathian mage until he was nothing more than a shambling, mindburned shell of a man.


    Never mind why she’d cast to turn the black-daggers into a bunch of sleeping statues. Why hadn’t she already started flaying the flesh from my bones?


    I knew the answer to that one. She’d want to be truly inventive with her torments, and Ruslan would want to watch. I moved to stand before her, sweat cold on my brow, nausea growing with every beat of my heart.


    I had only one comfort. “Kiran’s not here.” I’d wanted it to come out confident, even defiant, but my voice shook like the worst sort of coward.


    “Of course he is,” she said, soft and pleased. “Did you not see the glow of the wardstone? A mage stands caught within clever Cadah’s ancient trap. Who else would that mage be but Kiran, hurrying to rescue his pet nathahlen?”


    Kiran trapped? I didn’t want to believe it, but Lizaveta’s certainty was absolute. “So you’re gloating over me because Ruslan sent you to do the scut-work while he’s busy with Kiran?” The instant I said the words, I regretted them. I didn’t want to hear her answer—didn’t want to imagine Ruslan gleefully ripping out all Kiran’s humanity, changing him into a monster I wouldn’t recognize any longer.


    “My mage-brother remains in Ninavel, occupied with other matters,” Lizaveta said. “A shame, as he would dearly love to watch you suffer. A joy I very much wish I could give him. Whispering poison into Kiran’s ears, turning him against us…you deserve such a death as I haven’t given a nathahlen in long years.”


    She was caressing the knife at her side. I struggled to think through fear. Ruslan wasn’t here? How did that make sense? I’d have sworn there was nothing in this world Ruslan considered more important than getting his hands on Kiran again.


    “How about we save the suffering and death for Ruslan to enjoy, then? You know he’ll be mad if you start having fun without him.”


    “Sometimes pleasure must be sacrificed for necessity.” She touched my brow, and needle-sharp claws sank into my mind. The past flooded me like blood from a severed artery. Our escape from Alathia, Cara leaving with Melly and Janek, Kiran and I crossing into the desert, every moment since…


    The flood ebbed. I stood trembling, sweat drenching me, my head feeling like it’d been hollowed out with a rusty knife.


    Lizaveta stepped back from me. Her lips were pressed tight and her stance held a tension I’d never seen in her before. “I’ve chosen the right path,” she murmured, as if trying to convince herself. She glanced at me again. “I do find myself curious why the ssarez-kai ordered their human lackeys to bring them such nathahlen as you.”


    Ssarez-what? Did she mean the demons really had spoken to Gavila? Upon seeing Lizaveta here, I’d assumed she’d been the one to send Gavila’s dreams, having guessed we’d head for Prosul Akheba. I’d figured she asked for Ninavel-born adults as a means of catching me. Apparently not—which left me wondering all over again, even knowing my chances of surviving to use any knowledge were near nonexistent.


    Lizaveta weaved through the crowd of dull-eyed clanfolk to reach Gavila, whose kitfox-sharp face was as blank as the rest. Lizaveta touched her brow. Gavila made a gargled sound, her eyes rolling up to the whites, though her limbs didn’t move.


    “Ah,” Lizaveta said, lowering her hand. “How very inspired. And good news for my mage-brother.” She looked at me. “I thought I would have to ensure your death, but it seems I can leave Ruslan the pleasure of savaging your flesh. Even if he will be disappointed to find your mind burned away by an overdose of taphtha. A crude method, but effective enough.”


    Every word she spoke was more chilling than the last. But a flash of certainty hit me, sure as any hunch I’d ever had.


    “Ruslan doesn’t know you’re here.” Ruslan didn’t know Kiran was here.


    Lizaveta’s serene composure didn’t change, but my throat prickled, and just like that, my voice went the way of my muscles. All I could do was glare at her.


    She smiled, cruel as any demon, and beckoned. I followed her to the base of the arch, where manacles stood open on the stone. I lay down, docile as if I’d already been dosed with taphtha, and put my wrists and ankles into the cold metal.


    Panic yammered through me, but I refused to give into it. Lizaveta had gone to all this trouble to see my memories. Now that she had them, I could guess she’d wipe away any traces of her spellwork and let the black-daggers be the ones to mindburn me, so Ruslan would never know what she’d done. But why was she sneaking around behind his back?


    Because she had some plan for Kiran that Ruslan wouldn’t like. Maybe she meant to make her own bargain with demons. Damn it, didn’t matter—whatever she intended, I didn’t think Kiran would come out of it intact.


    I tried to speak, but my voice was still gone. Gods all damn Lizaveta! Cast, I willed Kiran. Get yourself free. For once, I wanted Ruslan to feel Kiran use magic and come running. If he and Lizaveta turned on each other, maybe they’d blast each other to ash. Or at least give Kiran the chance to escape while they were busy fighting.


    Lizaveta beckoned to Gavila, who approached me with a sleepwalker’s blank-eyed shuffle. Gavila snapped the manacles shut around my limbs. She cut a strip of leather from her vest and bound it tight in my mouth.


    My stomach felt like I’d swallowed an entire glacier. Everything was moving too fast and too slow all at once. I wasn’t going to get any chance to escape. These were my last moments of consciousness, and I couldn’t do a fucking thing about it.


    The scholar-boy shambled through the statue-still crowd and lay down in the set of manacles next to mine. Gavila locked him in, though she didn’t gag him. Belatedly, I wondered what’d happened to the apt-Scholar. Was she standing vacant-eyed at the bottom of that crevice, caught in the same spell Lizaveta had used on the rest? Or had the rock shielded her from Lizaveta’s notice and let her run? She looked tougher than most cityfolk. Maybe she could survive to reach safety even without Bayyan.


    I wanted so badly for that to be true. If the apt-Scholar lived, then at least I’d saved someone tonight.


    Lizaveta studied me, toying with her knife again, and the naked hunger in her eyes made my gut crawl. But she gave a regretful sigh and turned away. She put graceful hands on Gavila’s shoulders, whispered into her ear, and eeled through the crowd to disappear into the night.


    I felt no relief. She was going to Kiran, and his fate would doubtless make mine look like a kindness.


    Moments after she left, the clanfolk stirred to life as if waking from a dream. My muscles were mine to command again, much good that it did me. I threw my weight against the manacles and budged not at all.


    Gavila showed no surprise at seeing me and the scholar-boy spread-eagled before her. Nor did the rest of the clanfolk. I saw nothing but varying levels of fierce expectation as they crowded close behind Gavila. It was like they didn’t remember I’d ever escaped them in the first place.


    The scholar-boy remembered. He pulled against the manacles, crying out in confusion and fear, his eyes going wide with surprise when he saw me. He babbled something frantic at me in Varkevian.


    I couldn’t even tell him I didn’t understand. The gag was too tight in my mouth. Fuck, I didn’t even know the kid’s name. I wished I did know, with sudden, unreasoning force. Stupid—what difference would it make?—but the lack made my eyes burn.


    The oldster who’d first traded with me and Kiran shoved through the crowd, a cup in each of his tattooed hands. Gods, the stink of it—they hadn’t diluted the taphtha at all. That strong, it was poison, pure and simple. Our brains would be bleeding out our ears within instants of drinking it. I heaved against the manacles, knowing it was hopeless, but I couldn’t help myself.


    Gavila took a cup and barked an order. A clansman with arms as thick as cinnabar branches knelt and gripped the scholar-boy’s jaw, forcing open his mouth. Gavila poured the cup’s contents straight down his throat.


    The boy gargled a scream, liquid spilling dark from his lips. The man holding his jaw forced it shut. The boy began to tremble, the trembles growing into full-on convulsions. He jerked in the manacles, making a horrible, animal moaning. Blood streaked his wrists and ankles where the metal cut his flesh. At last he went slack, his head falling to the side. His eyes drifted open. They were filmed with white and empty as a doll’s.


    I cried out in fear and sorrow and pure, sun-hot fury, knowing Lizaveta had told Gavila to dose the boy first just so I could watch in gory detail the fate I was about to suffer.


    The burly clansman moved to my head. He didn’t even take out the gods-cursed gag, just yanked my jaw open and pushed the leather down against my tongue to make room.


    I shut my eyes against the sight of Gavila’s intent face and the cup in her hand. Part of me wanted to go out spitting and fighting, but fuck if I’d give Lizaveta the satisfaction of having my last moments be full of pain and fear. Instead, I willed Kiran to escape and find safety, even freedom. Called forth my happiest memories of Cara, the joy we’d shared together, and prayed that Khalmet would forever favor her. I imagined Sethan holding out his hand to me, smiling warm in welcome, telling me he’d been waiting for me in Suliyya’s gardens…


    A startled shout rang out above me. The hold on my jaw released, and liquid splattered on stone. My eyes flew open.


    Gavila was sprawled on her ass, her mouth round in shock, an empty cup rolling away toward ranks of equally stunned clanfolk. A thud sounded behind me—I arched my head back and saw the burly clansman sliding limply down the side of the arch.


    The manacles on my wrists and ankles cracked open, one after the other, ringing like they’d been struck by an invisible hammer.


    Kiran! The gods had heard my prayers. He’d escaped Lizaveta and had come to save me. I scrambled up and ran, even as the shocked paralysis of the clanfolk broke. Men and women leaped for me, only to yelp and stagger back as magefire roared up to block them.


    Flame arrowed before me, forcing a path through the crowd, but not burning the black-daggers when they shrank away. I wanted to shout at Kiran to forget restraint. Assholes who’d just mindburned a helpless kid deserved to die. I raced between walls of crackling silver fire toward the far side of the basin. A dark figure stood high on a rim of rock, hands raised and haloed in light.


    I scrambled up steepening stone, already sorting through plans. Much as I wanted Kiran to blast Gavila and her kin to ash, we had to get out of here. Ruslan would’ve felt all this casting. He’d be coming as soon as he could cast a translocation spell, and this time we couldn’t hide in Alathia.


    We were neck deep in trouble now, and yet I didn’t care one bit. I was alive. Laughter bubbled out of me, my blood coursing with relief so bright I thought I could hear singing.


    “Kiran, I’ve never been so glad to see—”


    I skidded to a halt. The mage before me wasn’t Kiran but a slender, straight-backed young woman with an amber, freckled face. She was singing, soft and intent, rings glowing bright on her fingers, magefire reflected in her eyes.


    “Lena?” Her dark hair wasn’t bound into the braided crown I remembered, but hacked off ragged and short at her chin. Nor was she wearing the blue-and-gray uniform of the Watch, just Varkevian-style sash-belted tunic and trousers—but more Alathian mages had to be skulking around. The Council must’ve gotten desperate enough to send a crew after Kiran. Lena had been the one to help us escape over the border, but she didn’t know it. Kiran had taken her memories of that night so the Council wouldn’t think her a traitor. She probably believed we were enemies, but fuck, I’d take the Alathians over Lizaveta any day.


    I yelled at her, “Kiran’s trapped, you have to—”


    “Dev!” The cry was a child’s, high and delighted. I looked up, and horror stopped my heart.


    Melly swooped down out of the air to seize me in a hug. “Dev! Cara saw you in Prosul Akheba, but by the time she got me and Lena, the clanfolk had dragged you off and it took us forever to catch up—thank Khalmet I haven’t Changed yet! I’m near as strong as in Ninavel, here; I knocked those clanfolk right over, did you see?”


    When I’d seen Cara in my drugged haze, that’d been real? I clutched at Melly, shock tangling with such terror and rage I couldn’t get a word out. I understood now. The Watch hadn’t been able to find me and Kiran thanks to his amulet, so they’d hunted Cara instead. Caught her and forced her to tell them we were headed to Prosul Akheba. They’d come south, dragging her and the kids along as hostages, even fooled Melly into helping them snatch me—oh, this had Marten’s stamp all over it—


    An even more familiar voice called my name, and Cara ran out of the darkness. “I can guess what you’re thinking, but it’s not true. I’ll explain, but quick—where’s Kiran? We’ve got to get you both out of here—neither of you should be near a confluence—”


    “Lizaveta is here!” I ripped Melly free of me and thrust her at Cara, too desperate to be gentle.


    Cara reacted with swift decisiveness born of her experience in leading convoys. “I’ll get the kids clear. Melly, get Janek off that spire and follow me. You see anyone, strike.” Then she was running, sure-footed and fleet, vaulting over rocks without breaking stride.


    Melly was only a kid, but a smart one, and she’d seen enough of Lizaveta in Ninavel to be properly terrified of her. She threw me one glance, her gamine brown face gone tight and her eyes huge, and she darted high into darkness. I stared after her, my heart in my mouth. The Taint used confluence energy, and the confluence here couldn’t be that big. Once past its boundaries, Melly’s power would fade to leave her as helpless as any unTainted twelve-year-old, and Cara and Janek would be defenseless with her.


    Lena broke her song to say, grimly urgent, “Where is Lizaveta? I can’t sense her.”


    “She went after Kiran. He’s trapped within wards—look for those.” Whatever Lizaveta meant to do to Kiran, I prayed she hadn’t finished it yet.


    Lena glanced past me and sang a sharp phrase. Magefire gouted up, followed by yells. “We need to move. Your clanfolk friends are surprisingly determined, and if I keep casting to discourage them, I won’t be strong enough to defend against Lizaveta.”


    From what I understood of magic, no Alathian had the strength to take on Lizaveta. Not alone, anyway. “Where are the rest of the Watch? We need every mage you have.”


    “The Watch isn’t here. Just me. I begged Cara to help me find you—I’ve news that’s vital for you to know, information Marten found out before the Council arrested him—”


    “You’re alone? Marten got arrested?” I shook my head to clear it; I felt trapped in some crazy dream that was fast plunging back into a nightmare. “Never mind. Find Kiran.”


    Lena’s steps slowed. “I sense a mage, but his or her soulfire is far too dim to be a blood mage’s.”


    “Where?” Lizaveta could be disguising herself to set an ambush. Thinking of her smile, fear shivered through me.


    “Coming this way.” Lena pushed me behind her and raised her hands. The light of her rings spilled bright over folds and spires of rock, picking out a man who froze in an awkward half-crouch. One arm was thrown over his face in a defensive gesture, but I recognized Teo’s sleek black cap of hair and sinewy build.


    “Hold,” I said to Lena. “He’s a friend. Sort of. Teo! Where’s Kiran?”


    Teo scrambled down the slope. His eyes were wild, his clothes torn and covered in dirt. “Dev—thank the goddess you’re all right. I met apt-Scholar Trenell in the rocks, and she told me you’d been captured. I thought the worst…” He turned to Lena, hands clasped in entreaty. “I’ve seen Kiran’s memories. I know who you are. Will you help him? He’s trapped in a warded cave. It’s not far, I can take you.”


    “Show us,” I said. “Fast. Lizaveta is here.” If he’d seen Kiran’s memories, he’d know who she was.


    Teo’s whole face went slack with dismay. He scrabbled back up the slope, yelling for us to follow.


    I raced after him, unable to spare more than a glimmer of relief for the apt-Scholar, who’d apparently not only survived but had the sense to keep right on running. I prayed with ragged urgency for Khalmet to favor Kiran with a miracle as great as mine and hers.


    But all I could see were the white, empty eyes of the scholar-boy, who had prayed just as fervently and been denied.


    
      

      [bookmark: _Toc432273033]Chapter Sixteen

    


    


    (Kiran)


    


    Kiran paced within his warded prison, stalking past the sticky, drying pool of his blood on the cave floor. His eyes were gritty and hot, frustration acid in his veins.


    The scarred demon had not come, but Kiran knew his summons hadn’t gone unnoticed. Kneeling with his hand splayed in his own blood, he’d had the same subtle sense of a watching presence that he’d detected on the dunes. But the demon would not answer him, though he’d shouted offers and arguments until his throat was raw.


    Maybe the demon was lurking in wait for Ruslan, thinking Kiran’s master had far more knowledge of its rivals’ plans than Kiran could provide. It could have decided to leave Kiran trapped as bait for an ambush.


    Kiran brushed away an enticing vision of the demon seizing Ruslan the moment he arrived. He couldn’t count on any outcome so favorable. He had to assume no help would be granted.


    He could make Ruslan the offer he’d considered before: willing surrender in exchange for a blood vow that would buy Dev time to find a more permanent solution. Yet the taste of that was bitter on his tongue. Maybe defiance was selfish of him, but the darkness seething in his heart and the discomfort from his conversations with Teo had stripped away his ambivalence. He would fight to the last. Ruslan could steal his memories, burn out his will, and leave him a mindless slave, but unless Kiran let him, he could not remake Kiran into his own image.


    “I will not be a monster,” Kiran said hoarsely. A promise to Dev, to Teo, even the lurking demon, if it were listening.


    A quiet, measured tapping of boots on stone echoed through the archway. Kiran’s heart jolted against his ribs. He locked a hand around his amulet, spells of defense crowding his mind. He couldn’t sense anything past the blazing wall of the wards, but he knew who was approaching. Ruslan, his hazel eyes hot with triumph, his ikilhia an inferno behind defenses layered so deeply that Kiran could never hope to breach them.


    When instead Lizaveta appeared in the archway, it took Kiran a long, confused moment to register that Ruslan was not at her side.


    In startled realization, he said, “You were the one to veil this trap.” Ruslan wasn’t the only mage who knew him well enough to key such a spell. Lizaveta was every bit as powerful as her mage-brother, and subtle in ways Ruslan was not.


    Lizaveta inclined her head. “Just as I made sure the nathahlen who calls herself a godspeaker would think to use it, and piece together the right clues out of old stories to realize the trigger.”


    “You sent Gavila’s dreams?” Ruslan wouldn’t choose such a tactic, but Lizaveta…oh, Kiran should have guessed it earlier.


    “Not all of them. But this…” Lizaveta traced a slim brown hand over the archway’s stone. Her mouth curved in a faint, reminiscent smile. “Centuries ago, I knew the mage who created this warding. She lacked finesse, but her talent was amazing; even after such a passage of years, her work remains flawless. I knew it could hold you. I even knew what lure would entice you.”


    Dev. Where was he? Kiran badly wanted to ask if Lizaveta had hurt Dev, but that would be a mistake.


    “Where is Ruslan?” Try as he might, Kiran couldn’t steady his voice.


    Lizaveta’s dark eyes hardened, holding his. “He thought you would come back to us. That loyalty and love would outweigh the lies the Alathians told you.”


    Love. It took every ounce of control Kiran possessed to answer her without breaking into incoherent shouting. “I know who lied to me, and it’s not the Alathians. I’ve seen Dev’s memories. I know what Ruslan has done. Murdered my lover, used me as bait to destroy a rival, burned out my memories, told me lie after lie in hopes of controlling me—”


    “Everything Ruslan has done has been for love of you.”


    “That is not love!” If Kiran had any doubt of it, he had only to look at Dev, who put the happiness and safety of everyone he cared for above his own, who treated lovers and friends alike with respect and never cruelty. “If Ruslan loved me, he would care what I want. Not force me into some twisted reflection of himself.”


    “Love is Ruslan choosing what’s best for his akhelysh even when you rage against him for it. Helping you overcome weakness, rather than yielding to your childish, self-destructive whims.”


    She was as blind as Ruslan. “This isn’t a whim. You were right, all those years ago when Ruslan found me at the temple. I can never be what he wants.”


    Her delicate brows arched. “You remember the temple, and yet it means nothing to you that Ruslan saved you from madness and death?”


    “Not nothing,” Kiran said, through a throat that hurt as if packed with thorns. “But saving me then doesn’t excuse what he’s done since. To me, or to all the nathahlen he’s tortured to fuel his spells, or to those he means to murder in this insanity of revenge.”


    He saw no understanding in her eyes, no hope of leniency. But trapped as he was, words were his only weapon. If he couldn’t change his own fate, a different argument might still save others. He knelt, arms extended and crossed at the wrist, pleading with every line of his body.


    “Khanum Liza. I beg you—if you won’t let me go, at least convince Ruslan to stop dealing with demons. I know you care nothing for Alathia, but whatever bargain Ruslan has made with the ssarez-kai isn’t worth the risk. Demons are too dangerous.”


    “This, I agree with,” she said. Kiran raised his head, surprised. Lizaveta let out a soft sigh. “These creatures are too powerful to be trusted. I do not think it wise for Ruslan to give them the aid he promised, but he will not hear me.”


    Kiran stood, not quite daring to hope. “What did he promise?”


    Lizaveta’s long-lashed eyes lowered. Instead of answering his question, she said, “You once came to me and asked my help in leaving Ruslan. I only pretended to give you freedom because I believed he could be right; he was so certain that in Simon’s hands you would see the error you were making. But now…I think you speak truth. You can never be what he wishes, and this conflict between you threatens to destroy us all. So this time, little one, I’ve chosen a different path.”


    She stepped within the chamber. The net of crystal lines flared bright, then resettled, the flow of power still unbroken. The violet fire of Lizaveta’s ikilhia was wrapped in so many protective barriers it was like the sun rippling through the depths of a mountain lake.


    Kiran retreated, his mouth dry. “What path?” She hadn’t Ruslan’s advantage of the mark-bond, but still, she was so strong. Yet he would not submit without the fight he’d promised Dev. Even the strongest of mages could be taken by surprise. He scrutinized her fortress of barriers, seeking the least flaw.


    “I will give you the freedom I refused you before, if you help me open Ruslan’s eyes to the danger of his alliance.”


    He didn’t believe her. He knew from Dev’s memories that Lizaveta had given him the amulet that even now blocked his mark-bond, but that had been in accordance with Ruslan’s schemes. Whatever Lizaveta said, he couldn’t trust that she’d ever act in opposition to her mage-brother. He’d seen her and Ruslan argue, but in the end they always stood united. Still, if he could buy Dev time without sacrificing his soul…


    “Open Ruslan’s eyes how?”


    “A complex matter, best discussed elsewhere.” She glanced at the glowing lines covering the cavern; Kiran wondered if she sensed the lurking demon. “Shall I prove my good faith? I’ll break these wards that hold you.”


    “Go ahead,” Kiran said, not hiding his skepticism.


    She beckoned him. “You’ll have to let me shield your amulet, or the spillover will damage it beyond repair.”


    He’d known this was a trick. He tensed, ready to cast. “You want to destroy the charm so I’ve no hope of running.”


    “Oh, Kiran.” Lizaveta gave a rueful chuckle. “You have no hope now unless I help you. Think, little one. I made that charm. If I wanted to destroy it, do you really think any defense you might attempt could stop me?”


    All his training told him she was right. The strength of her ikilhia outstripped his, and he’d found not the smallest chink in her barriers. Yet still, he hesitated.


    She held out her hand, a touch of exasperation marring her calm. “To shield the charm without impeding its ability to block your mark-bond, I must touch its pattern.”


    “How do you intend to break the wards?” Even powerful as she was, her ikilhia alone wouldn’t provide enough fuel for the casting. He sensed no other sources such as charms or zhivnoi crystals on her person.


    “Cleverness often succeeds where raw strength may fail,” she said, with an arch amusement so familiar it squeezed Kiran’s heart.


    Against all his better judgment, hope whispered, What if she’s not lying? Lizaveta was not Ruslan. She was more subtle, but also more reasonable, more temperate and cautious. She might truly see the danger that the demons presented. And she had always been kind to him; she had never hurt him as Ruslan had. All his childhood memories of her held only laughter and caresses.


    Besides, what other choice did he have? Sit here and wait for Ruslan to arrive?


    He took Lizaveta’s hand. She drew him close until the scent of jasmine surrounded him. He trembled, assaulted by memories of her body sliding under his, her lips hot on his neck while Ruslan gripped his hips—


    A sound escaped him, something ugly and anguished. He bit the inside of his cheek, the burst of pain wiping away remembered sensations. He would not let the past rule him.


    Lizaveta touched his cheek, feather-light. “You torment yourself so, Kiranushka. Are you certain you wish to reject us?” She sounded so tender, so sad. Kiran reminded himself that she murdered nathahlen as readily as Ruslan and thought nothing of it.


    “The amulet,” he said harshly. “If you’re going to help me, then hurry up.”


    She lifted his shirt, ignoring his reflexive flinch, and laid her palm on his amulet. Violet threads spun out of her ikilhia to encase the charm, weaving an intricate shield around the pattern of its spellwork.


    “There,” she said, still sad. In one swift, powerful motion, she drew her knife and stabbed upward under his ribs.


    Shock speared through Kiran, far greater than the pain. His body convulsed in a silent shriek of need. His barriers fell, his ikilhia exploding outward, grasping for power—


    And found none. The wards stood firm against his seeking. Lizaveta’s fortress of barriers deflected him without flaw, as did the shield she’d woven around his amulet.


    His ikilhia drained away like water from a broken cistern, devoured by his body’s involuntary efforts to repair itself—and by Lizaveta. She was stealing his unguarded life energy, storing it—


    This was how she intended to break the wards. With his death. Some dark corner of his soul had guessed it from the moment she stepped within the cave. Had wanted death’s release.


    The rest of him rebelled, furious at his own cowardice. He’d promised Dev he would fight. Kiran clawed at Lizaveta, at the wards, desperate, agonized.


    She cradled him, lowered him gently to the stone. “Ah, Kiranushka…” Tears glistened on her cheeks. “I have loved you so much. But I love Ruslan more. Your death will set him free from this obsession. I will make it seem that the ssarez-kai killed you, and he will abandon his alliance…”


    She was still speaking, something about Ruslan and demons and plans, but Kiran lost the thread of it. He hadn’t the strength to stop the blood pouring from his body. His limbs grew cold, his ikilhia struggling, guttering…


    Sibilant and satisfied, a scorpion voice spoke in his darkening mind. Now you are ready to bargain. Do you wish to live?


    The demon had waited for just this moment. He could not trust it. But he’d promised Dev. He had to live.


    Yes!


    The demon said, There is a price. In the mountains, you claimed kinship with the ssarez-kai. Renounce it.


    In a burst of clarity, the phrase he’d shouted in the Cirque of the Knives echoed loud in his head. All his walls were dissolving with his ikilhia. Conversations he’d overheard between the bone mage, the sour man, the other stern adults who’d made him repeat the strange words until they were seared into his memory—a hundred different snippets of the past cohered into meaning, a flash of lightning across the growing night.


    The kinship he’d claimed gave him blood-right over weaker members of his lineage—and to demon eyes, all humans were weak, all shared a common lineage. No demon could touch those humans Kiran had marked as his prey. When the red-horned hunters had sought Kiran, the voice in his head had claimed his protection void, but he understood with simple, absolute clarity that the ssarez-kai had lied. Blood-right could not be so easily ignored by demonkind.


    Renounce his kinship, give up his blood-right, and Dev, Cara, Marten, Lena, even Mikail, would all be fair prey. No; desirable prey, after the previous denial.


    But if he died, that protection was gone anyway.


    How do I renounce it? Kiran could barely form the thought. He was so cold, Lizaveta a hazy blur of brown and black above him.


    Speak this. A different phrase swam into Kiran’s head. That combined with your lifeblood will be enough.


    Kiran summoned every last spark of his dying ikilhia. He forced numb lips and tongue to work, slurring out sibilant words.


    “What?” Lizaveta’s voice rang sharp in his ear, the blur bending closer.


    On the final word, a silent shock resonated through Kiran’s blood and nerve and bone.


    A dissonant shimmer of power—Kiran’s body snatched greedily after it—and a pallid shape appeared behind Lizaveta.


    Red burst across the black blur of her body. Lizaveta cried out, and hot liquid drenched Kiran. She ripped the knife from Kiran’s flesh; fresh pain shrieked along his nerves. Magefire coruscated bright over his vision as a roaring avalanche of power swept the chamber.


    Dimly, Kiran understood. Lizaveta was casting at the demon: a raw, wild strike. His body drank down the spillover like parched earth absorbing rain. Darkness retreated, his vision clearing.


    Lizaveta was crouched a scant foot away, blood soaking her torn clothes, violet fire blazing from her hands to hammer at the scarred demon.


    The demon stood untouched beneath the onslaught, wearing a red slash of a grin.


    “Do you think fire can harm its children? Try again, akheli.”


    The magefire died. Lizaveta straightened, heedless of gashes that exposed the reddened spars of her ribs. A sharp, sucking undertow filled the chamber.


    She wasn’t trying to heal. She was drawing power to cast, but like Kiran, she couldn’t reach through the wards. The pull sharpened, ripping at the guttering flicker of Kiran’s ikilhia. He fought to counter her, but she was far stronger. Blackness encroached on him again.


    Icy hands gripped him. Another alien twist of power slashed across his consciousness. Like a plunge into meltwater, he was surrounded by a shifting sea of strangely cold fire that still burned, oh, it burned—


    Kiran screamed in agony. The cold fire vanished, replaced by rock walls. He was in the archway to the chamber, outside the wards. Inside, Lizaveta whirled, eyes wide.


    The demon dropped him to the ground. Kiran fought to stay conscious, clutching at the half-healed wound in his chest. His body howled for more power, his barriers in ruins, but he couldn’t reach the earth-current. A chill scrim of magic surrounded him, as if he were encased in ice. Either the demon-cast ice or the amulet still blocked his mark-bond—he felt no hint of Ruslan in his mind.


    Only the demon, who said: If you warn your master before I finish drinking her pain, I will rip you limb from limb.


    The demon vanished and reappeared within the chamber beside Lizaveta. It swiped a hand over her with languid malice. More wounds ripped open on her body, blood spattering over the rock. Lizaveta snarled and spun aside; the demon laughed and looked at Kiran.


    “Her blood holds such sweetness as I have not tasted in years. I have rarely been so glad to fulfill a bargain.”


    Horror was thick in Kiran’s throat. The demon meant to play with Lizaveta. It would draw her death out as long as possible, savoring her pain in a way not even Ruslan could match. Childhood memories suffocated him: Lizaveta cuddling him, singing to him, laughing and listening and offering him sweets and solace…


    She’d tried to kill him. He shouldn’t feel pity or even regret. The death the demon would give her was no more than she’d given countless nathahlen throughout her centuries of life.


    Backed against the wall, Lizaveta locked gazes with him. Even now, if she felt fear, she refused to show it; Kiran saw only a bitter, indomitable courage.


    Spitting blood, she said, “You claim I know nothing of love. Yet I offered you a quick, clean release from your suffering, the only freedom you can ever have. In return, you offer me this.” She swept a hand down her mutilated flesh.


    The demon gave a lazy flick of its fingers. Her eyes sizzled and burned away. She howled a cry that was equal parts challenge and agony.


    “Stop.” Kiran’s voice was little more than a whisper.


    The demon heard. It smiled at him, beautiful and predatory and without a shred of mercy.


    “Is this not what you wanted? Revenge for how they hurt you?”


    “Not revenge.” He didn’t. He wanted—


    He wanted Lizaveta and Ruslan to be other than what they were. But with that impossible, what he wanted was for them to stop. For no more people to be hurt, no more lives to be destroyed.


    “Give her a clean death.” The way she had done for him.


    The demon’s fanged smile shifted into something dark and mocking. “No. She is my prey, not yours. You have no blood-right to compel me, child. You gave that up, remember?”


    Kiran didn’t answer, his attention caught by Lizaveta. She’d picked up her discarded knife. A strange, oily darkness slicked her blade. Shadows wisped off of it like steam, as Lizaveta crept toward the demon with the silent stealth of a predator. Even blinded, she would sense the cold aura of its presence.


    Kiran didn’t want her tortured. But if she prevailed against the demon, she’d use the power of its death as she’d intended to use his. She’d break the wards and walk free.


    Kiran croaked a warning to the demon, but Lizaveta lunged, winding one hand into the demon’s myriad braids and yanking its head back. She plunged her spelled knife deep into its throat.


    Light blinded Kiran. When he could see again, his heart stuttered. Lizaveta stood alone in the chamber, her chin high, blood and fluid weeping from the raw holes of her eyes.


    The demon blinked back into existence. The knife was gone from its flesh, though its grin had died.


    “A far better effort,” it said. “You’ve studied us, I see. But no spell you cast can follow me into our fire, akheli, and the trap you so carefully set holds you under my eye. Still, you have convinced me to heed the child’s plea. I’ll take your life swiftly rather than savor it.”


    The demon blurred toward Lizaveta. She leaped aside.


    “No enemy will ever choose my ending.” She slapped a hand onto shining crystal lines.


    Magefire exploded over Lizaveta’s body. Her back arched, the flesh of her arm bubbling and blackening. The net of crystal flared wild in answer. Arcs of energy leaped through the chamber, fire showering down.


    She was channeling her ikilhia—all of it—into the wards. She would use the shockwave of her own death to shatter them. Kiran cringed back, expecting some final, lethal spell to come arrowing at him out of the conflagration.


    Instead, Lizaveta’s voice rang in his mind, so loud that Kiran clapped his hands over his ears in pained reaction.


    RUSLAN! WE ARE BETRAYED! The mental shout was overlaid by an image of the demon, grinning and malicious, with Kiran sprawled at its feet. More impressions lay beneath, too tangled and fleeting for Kiran to separate. A thousand sparking images that carried a weight of regret/love/apology/insistence…


    The warded net died, plunging the chamber into darkness. Kiran strained for any hint of Lizaveta’s ikilhia. There was none. All he felt was the earth-current—irregular and unsettled, surrounded by a fading mist of disrupted energies, the remnant of the trap-spell’s failure—and the demon, cold and alien as ever.


    His face was wet, and he didn’t know if it was from Lizaveta’s blood or his own tears. His mind was a white roar of shock. Lizaveta, dead? The enormity of it was too much to grasp.


    Somewhere, Ruslan would be frozen in similarly stunned disbelief. No matter how distant he was, he could not have missed Lizaveta’s death-fueled message. He would know she was dead, and when he shook off the shock of it…


    Kiran crawled for the tunnel in blind, animal instinct. He had to get out of here. Get away from Ruslan and demon both.


    As if the demon heard his thought, a shimmering blue-white glow lit the darkness. A hand gripped Kiran’s shoulder and threw him onto his back.


    The light was leaching off the demon’s skin. It did not look the least bit upset by Lizaveta’s escape into death or her warning to Ruslan. If anything, it looked pleased.


    “A clean death, just as you asked,” it said. “And so useful. ‘We are betrayed’…yes. But I think we should make clear to your master exactly whose betrayal this was.”


    The icy scrim of power encasing Kiran vanished, and the demon ripped the amulet from his neck.


    A shock of connection convulsed him as the mark-bond opened wide. Ruslan. Surprise flared bright, followed by grief and denial and a burning need to know. Ruslan’s mind cascaded into his, a tide Kiran couldn’t stop. Through Kiran’s eyes, Ruslan saw Lizaveta’s charred corpse.


    Ruslan’s scream tore out of Kiran’s throat. Waves of loss and anguish battered Kiran, along with a mounting, terrible fury.


    What have you done? Ruslan tore through Kiran’s memories with no attempt to spare him. Kiran thrashed, awash in agony, his attempts to resist crushed with ruthless ease.


    The demon caught Kiran’s shoulders. He is your creature no longer, the demon said in Kiran’s mind.


    Oh yes he is, Ruslan snarled in response. Mine, and he will pay. I have been weak; I see that now. But I will be weak no more.


    Kiran cried out, despairing, as Ruslan gathered his will. Linked as closely as this, Kiran knew his intent: to burn out Kiran’s mind entirely in a spate of grief and fury.


    She tried to kill me!


    Ruslan’s rage did not abate. Yet you made no attempt to remove your amulet and seek my aid. If you had, she would have relented. Instead, you turned to this creature, knowing how it would savage her. I should have heeded her warnings. I should have done this long since.


    He was raising an annihilating tide of power that once released would destroy every last shred of Kiran’s self and leave his body a mindless shell. Kiran couldn’t even raise a defense. Ruslan’s will held his mind open, helpless, a beetle pinned by a boulder.


    “The amulet,” Kiran gasped at the demon. He strained to snatch for the charm, but his body was as paralyzed as his magic. “We had a bargain—help me!”


    The demon’s aura brightened. Cold hands tightened on Kiran, lifting him.


    “I could not touch you before, bound as you were to the ssarez-kai,” the demon said. “But now…ah, now! Let us see if you are cousin enough to us to find refuge in our fire.”


    Beyond the archway, sharp voices and pounding feet. Dev charged into the chamber, shouting Kiran’s name and reaching for him, even as a deadly wave of power exploded down the mark-bond.


    But in the last instant before Ruslan’s tide reached Kiran’s unprotected mind, a knife of dissonant magic cut the aether asunder, and the world changed.
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    (Dev)


    


    “Kiran!” I lunged for him. Lena was right on my heels, singing something frantic and wild. Light speared past me toward the demon—too late, gods, too late. Both demon and Kiran vanished from the cave as thoroughly as if they’d never existed.


    I stumbled to a halt, choking on curses. Kiran had been covered in blood, his face a mask of terror and despair. Ruslan must’ve sent the demon to grab him. Black certainty crushed me: I’d lost all chance of saving him. If I ever saw him again, he’d be an empty-eyed puppet. Or worse: a monster I’d have to kill along with Ruslan.


    The very thought drove me to my knees. My mind, my heart, my soul felt about to crack and shatter. Terrible enough if I’d lost Kiran to death, but this—


    I lurched up and snatched at Lena, whose face was harrowed with a horror that nearly matched mine. “Promise me you’ll help me make Ruslan pay. Promise me that black-souled viper will burn!”


    “Both of you, look!” Teo forcibly turned us around. The light still spilling off Lena’s rings revealed a charred body lying against the cave wall. “Is that Lizaveta?”


    One of the corpse’s arms was a blackened stick of bone. The hair was singed away and the eyes were burned sockets, but enough of the face remained to show Teo was right.


    I backed away in a hurry. “It’s Lizaveta, all right. Lena—is she dead?” She sure looked dead. But after what I’d seen Kiran survive, I knew better than to trust my eyes.


    “I feel no trace of soulfire.” Yet Lena sounded wary.


    “Burn her all the way to ash.” I didn’t want to take any chances.


    Lena didn’t protest. She raised her hands, and silver magefire crackled over Lizaveta’s body. I watched with unblinking intensity, poised to run at the least sign of magic or movement or…anything.


    Lena’s magefire devoured the corpse, leaving only a pitted black scorchmark behind.


    Teo spoke. “If the demon killed Lizaveta, I doubt it’s taking Kiran to Ruslan.”


    How I wished he were right. “You don’t understand. Lizaveta meant to go against Ruslan somehow. He must’ve figured it out and sent the demon to stop her and snatch Kiran.” It was so hard to stand still and speak calmly when I wanted to scream curses and hit something—no, someone. Kiran’s capture wasn’t Teo’s fault, but Teo had told me whose fault it was. If I ever saw Zadikah again, I’d strangle her bare-handed.


    “I’m not so sure,” Teo said. “Before the demon vanished, I saw a mark on its brow. Kiran was trying to summon that very demon. He thought it might help him as it did before.” In quick, spare sentences, he sketched a tale of hunters and demons and Kiran that planted a dagger of hope in me, bright and barbed.


    “You think Kiran’s summoning worked and the demon killed Lizaveta for him.” Khalmet’s hand, if that were true—what if the demon could kill Ruslan as well? Yet Kiran had looked terrified, not in the least relieved.


    “A demon taking Kiran is no good thing.” Lena’s ringed hands clenched tight on each other. “This is exactly what I came to prevent.”


    “Discuss it later.” Teo pointed at the cave floor. Wisps of mist that glimmered an eerie blue were rising off darkened lines of crystal.


    “We saw fog like this when the red-horned hunters came.” Teo pulled me toward the archway. “We have to run.”


    Fear flashed through me. Teo had said the hunters scoured an entire valley clean of life. “Lena—Cara and the kids are still out there.” Cara would’ve had Melly and Janek on the move all this time, but the terrain was difficult enough she couldn’t have covered that much distance.


    Lena was already heading for the tunnel. “I’ll cast to warn her, but we need to get into open air. I haven’t enough strength left to send a spell through all this inert rock.”


    I had the horrible feeling that in leaving the cave, I’d miss some vital clue. Something that would tell me why the demon wanted Kiran, or let me find him again. Blood was everywhere on the rock. Some of it might be Kiran’s. If we could just grab a sample, maybe Lena could key a seeking spell.


    Wouldn’t do a damn bit of good if Kiran was wearing his amulet. Neither would it do him any good if I died like Veddis.


    I sprinted into the tunnel after Teo, our path lit by the wavering glow of Lena’s rings.


    Gods, gods, if only we’d come sooner! My last glimpse of Kiran was seared into my memory with brutal, perfect detail. He’d been arched and rigid in the demon’s arms as if his muscles were spell-locked.


    His neck was bare. The amulet had been dangling from the demon’s hand.


    No wonder Kiran had looked so scared. Ruslan must’ve been right there in his head. Ruslan knew Kiran wasn’t in Alathia. He knew Lizaveta was dead. If that death hadn’t been his will…


    He’d be furious to a depth I shuddered to imagine. My mind raced even faster than my feet. A man blinded by fury was one ripe to make mistakes. The tiniest spell cast in retribution against me or an Alathian, and Ruslan would be ash on the wind.


    So would Kiran, unless he was protected by wards as immensely strong as Alathia’s border. If Ruslan came hunting, I couldn’t try and provoke him. Not without knowing where the demon had taken Kiran.


    We burst out of the tunnel onto a broad, gently sloping ledge. Wind spat sand into my face. The stars were streaked by black fingers of cloud. Thunder muttered from an inky blotch right over the thicket of fins and spires that hid the black-daggers’ sacred pools. Streamers of glowing fog crept toward us through the darkened rocks, accompanied by the distant, yipping cries of clanfolk. The black-daggers didn’t sound afraid. The yells were excited, celebratory.


    I hoped the demons turned on their worshippers and murdered every one of them. My stomach sank to new depths when I remembered the mindburned scholar-boy. What did the demons want with him? I should’ve asked Lena to kill him. It would’ve been a mercy. But I’d been so desperate to reach Kiran—yet there too I’d missed my chance. Fuck!


    Lena might not have agreed to kill the scholar-boy anyway. Alathians were so uptight about so-called moral uses of magic. So stupid, since the Council and plenty of the Watch—like Marten, her commanding officer—were perfectly happy to coerce and backstab as ruthlessly as any ganglord.


    “Hold,” Lena said, breathless. “I can’t watch my step and concentrate on warning Cara at the same time.”


    Teo and I stopped our scramble along the ledge. Lena clung to the rock and pulled out a bracelet. The light of her rings showed the silver was etched with runes and wound about with tawny gold strands that had to be Cara’s hair.


    “We shouldn’t delay.” Teo fidgeted, glancing at encroaching fingers of fog. The closest glowing wisp was several hundred yards off, but clearly he felt that wasn’t far enough.


    “I’ll be quick.” Lena shut her eyes, and her fingers locked tight on the bracelet.


    I hesitated, thinking of the apt-Scholar. Suliyya grant she’d been able to run. “Can you also look for anyone alone among the rocks?” Even if the scholar escaped demons and clanfolk, she wouldn’t have any water or food.


    Lena said, eyes still shut, “The aether’s in a terrible state. There’s no way I can pick out the soulfire of anyone untalented without a sample of blood or body to key the spell.”


    I sent a prayer to the Khalmet for the apt-Scholar. She’d seemed tough and smart enough she might have a chance at survival. Or maybe I was telling myself what I wanted to hear.


    Teo looked back again, pain etched so deeply on his face I couldn’t help a pang of sympathy. His lips shaped a name: Zadikah.


    During our desperate rush to the cave, he’d said she meant to kill Gavila before the demons came. From the sound of the black-daggers’ yells, I didn’t think she’d succeeded. Maybe Gavila had killed her instead. Serves her right, my anger insisted. Yet I felt uncomfortable, thinking of how she’d come back for me at the Khalat, of her determination to create a better life for everyone in Prosul Akheba. I’d once betrayed Kiran, too, for reasons I had thought every bit as compelling as Zadikah must think hers.


    “She made her choice,” I said to Teo. “You can’t spare her from the consequences.”


    “I know that. It doesn’t help.”


    I knew something that might. “Bayyan got word that the elders of his clan agreed to help Raishal reach the collegium. She should be safely there by now.”


    Teo pressed clenched fists to his mouth. “Goddess below, how I hope you’re right.”


    Lena lowered the charm. “Cara’s near a ridge about a mile south of us. She’ll climb it with the children and wait for us on top. Melly can’t lift even a pebble, so they know they’re not near any currents.”


    Thank Khalmet for that. I hustled Lena along the ledge. The fingers of fog were creeping ever closer. I didn’t know if the demons were looking for us or just Kiran, but I sure didn’t want to stay and find out.


    “How far until we’re on ground where demons can’t follow?”


    “Not far,” Lena said. “I’ll keep casting to veil us as long as I can. Otherwise the clanfolk may pursue us where the demons can’t.”


    I wanted to demand a lot more answers. What did she know about demons and their plans? And what in Khalmet’s name had she been thinking, dragging Cara and the kids into such danger?


    But she was leaning heavily on my arm, and the light from her rings was barely enough to touch her dragging feet. She wasn’t like Kiran, who could’ve sucked scraps of life from the desert scrub to replenish his reserves. Alathians were trained to use only their own energies in casting, and may the gods help you if you ever suggested they try otherwise.


    I choked down my questions. Time enough for those once we got the fuck away from demons and found Cara.


    Despite Kiran, despite everything, a bright, sweet pang shot through me at the thought of rejoining Cara. I should be horrified she and Melly had come anywhere near me. I’d wanted them safe, not racing to escape murderous demons. But after lying trapped in those manacles, knowing I’d never touch Cara again, never see the flash of her smile, I couldn’t greet this second chance with anything but eagerness.


    That anticipation gave me much-needed strength, hauling Lena over endless rocks, feeling my way along ledges in the dying light of her rings. My muscles were leaden, and worry was a lingering, sour taste in my mouth. Teo jumped at every skirl of wind, peering wall-eyed into the darkness, though Lena had wearily assured me we’d reached ground barren of magic.


    At last I struggled up a long, sloping ridge of sandstone, Lena’s arm heavy over my shoulders, and spotted Cara’s familiar silhouette on the summit. My heart gave such a leap that I nearly lost my footing.


    Lena pulled her arm free. “Go to her. Teo and I will catch up.”


    I bounded up the rock as fast as a bolt shot from a crossbow, exhaustion forgotten.


    “Dev!” Cara pulled me straight into a welcoming hug. Relief drowned me so deep I couldn’t get a word out. All I could do was cling to her, my breath shuddering in my chest.


    Her breath was none too steady either. She kissed me—a long, fierce kiss that set my blood afire—and then rested her forehead against mine. I cradled her face in my hands, my thumbs stroking her cheekbones, still half afraid that I’d blink and find myself back in those manacles.


    She gave a shaky laugh. “Do you know the real reason I refused all those years to take outriders to my bed?”


    I’d thought it was so her head stayed clear on convoy jobs; she’d only taken me as a lover after I got banned from convoy work. I’d no idea what she was getting at now, but I’d happily listen to whatever she wanted to tell me. Her voice was by far the best thing I’d heard on this long, terrible night.


    She said, “So many of us die young. Hard enough to lose good friends, but I’ve seen what death does to lovers left behind. I was terrified of that, and rightfully so. Every time I think you might be dead, it rips the heart right out of me.”


    A cold hollow spread in my stomach. “You—are you saying you regret that we…?”


    “No! I meant—oh, hell. I’m awful at this. I’m trying to say that I love you. Even knowing what pain it might cause me.”


    We hadn’t ever spoken aloud of love. I’d felt mine growing, but had said nothing, too afraid Cara would change her mind about wanting more than friendship. Jylla had warned me in Ninavel that my partnership with Cara wouldn’t last. When she realizes that dead spot in your soul can’t ever heal, she’ll tire of trying. In the end, she’ll seek someone whole.


    Some part of me had believed that. Bought right into the idea that Cara would cast me aside just like Jylla had.


    I was such an idiot. “When the black-daggers were about to mindburn me, it was you I fixed my thoughts on. You I wished I could hold again; you I prayed for the gods to favor.”


    “Don’t even talk about mindburning. Are you hurt? Did they—”


    “Just some cuts and bruises.” The skin of my wrists and ankles was torn from the manacles, but I hadn’t anything worse. Except the wound that had nothing to do with my flesh. I swallowed, grief welling up again. “Cara, Kiran’s gone. A demon killed Lizaveta and took him. I don’t know where he is, or if…” I couldn’t go on.


    Cara’s arms tightened around me. “If Lizaveta’s dead, that’s one victory. For the rest…we’ll get Kiran back. Just like we saved Melly from Vidai.”


    My eyes burned. She always made me believe that together, we could pull off any miracle.


    I said thickly, “Are the kids all right? Where—”


    “They’re sleeping. Melly was determined to wait up for you, but she was so exhausted after all her lifting and flying that she keeled over as soon as we stopped.” Cara’s tone took on a tinge of exasperation. “She was supposed to stay safely hidden on the damn spire with Janek, not spy on your captors and launch herself headlong into danger. I ought to rip into her for disobeying orders, but how can I? If she hadn’t told Lena what was happening and stopped those clanfolk from dosing you, I wouldn’t be holding you now. Whenever I think about that—” She buried her face in my hair and took a steadying breath. “Still, I know you must be upset to see Melly here.”


    She probably thought I was going to start yelling at her the way I had in Ninavel when I found out she’d made a decision involving Melly I didn’t in the least agree with. But now I’d gotten over the first shock of Melly’s presence, I wasn’t angry, and not just because she’d saved me from mindburning.


    “If you brought her and Janek south, I figure you must’ve had good reason.”


    Cara drew back. “Wait. This isn’t the Dev I know. You sure you didn’t hit your head or maybe get caught by some spell?”


    I’d been an asshole in Ninavel. “I trust you,” I said simply. “Though I would like to hear the whole story. But first, Lena needs rest and food. She’s in a bad way after casting so much. And you haven’t met Teo—he’s a healer who’s helping Kiran.”


    I sketched in a few more details for her as we went to help Teo guide a stumbling Lena up the last stretch of stone. Cara wrapped a supportive arm around Lena, murmuring something heartfelt, and steered her to a blanket where Melly and Janek lay curled together like forlorn kittens.


    Lena sank down with a sigh. She took a long drink from the waterskin Cara offered her, but waved off the strips of dried meat Cara tried to press into her hands.


    “I know you have questions,” Lena said to me.


    About a thousand of them, but she sounded on the ragged edge of collapse. “If you’re too tired, I can wait.” Even if I didn’t want to wait.


    “I failed to keep Kiran from being taken.” Anguish colored her words. “If there is any hope remaining, we must find it together. I can’t rest until you know what I came all this way to share.”


    Quietly, Teo said, “I’ll keep watch while you talk.” He shuffled off a short distance—not far enough he couldn’t still hear us.


    Cara muttered in my ear, “You trust him?”


    I wouldn’t go that far, but…“He’s seen Kiran’s memories. He already knows all our secrets. I can’t think the risk’s any greater if he hears more.”


    Cara subsided. I knelt and put a gentle hand on Melly’s shoulder so I could reassure myself yet again this wasn’t a dream. She was alive, and so was I.


    I could only pray Kiran was too, and that Lena held information that’d let me get him back and send Ruslan straight to Shaikar’s hells.


    I settled in front of Lena. Cara sat beside me and slid an arm around my back. I leaned into her, wordlessly grateful for her touch.


    “Let’s hear it,” I said to Lena.


    Lena took a slow breath, as if marshaling her strength. “After Kiran escaped, Marten and I were working to discover a means of protecting Alathia from demons. I searched the Arcanum’s historical archives for any mentions of the creatures. I expected to have to sift through legends, traders’ tales, and the like for scraps of pertinent information. But in the letters of Denarell of Parthus, I found something far more startling.”


    Denarell was Alathia’s founder; that much I’d learned while awaiting Kiran’s trial in Tamanath. Supposedly he’d been some big-name scholar in Parthus before he sailed over the eastern sea to Arkennland and convinced a straggling army of fellow immigrants to cross thousands of miles of plains, desert, and eventually the Whitefires to reach the verdant hills and rivers of the western coastlands. By the time Arkennland got serious about claiming more territory and Varkevia started pushing north, Denarell’s new-made country of Alathia was safely entrenched behind the magic of its famously impenetrable border.


    Lena continued, “Denarell knew quite a bit about demons. At first I found only hints and oblique references. But as I pieced together clues from his writings and other sources, I began to suspect a truth I could hardly believe. Denarell bargained with demons for a source of magic great enough to power Alathia’s border wards.”


    “You’re joking,” I blurted, hardly able to believe it myself. “Alathia’s wards are of demon make?” The hypocrisy of it was mind-boggling, from a country that acted like carrying a boneshatter charm was equivalent to slaughtering babies.


    “The wards aren’t directly of demon make,” Lena said. “The spellwork is ours. But the power to fuel it is somehow linked to demonkind. When I told Marten my suspicions, he was startled, but not as skeptical as I’d expected. He told me he would investigate further. As Watch captain, he had access to areas I didn’t.”


    Her voice grew tight. “He contacted me that night via a linking charm. He was agitated. So upset it was difficult for him to send coherent thoughts. You understand, that is highly unusual for Marten.”


    I understood, all right. I’d only ever seen Marten’s mask of bright-natured cheerfulness shatter once. The day he learned his lover Talmaddis had betrayed him and was working with Vidai to destroy all of Ninavel. Ruslan had forced Marten into watching—no, more than watching, experiencing—Talm’s interrogation and mindburning at Lizaveta’s hands. My own hatred of Marten had died that day. I didn’t trust him, not one bit—he’d sacrifice anything and anyone for the sake of his country—but after seeing the raw depth of his pain, I couldn’t hate him as I had before. Yet even after Talm’s torture, Marten had quickly regained an iron control most men would envy.


    Whatever he’d learned must’ve been one hell of a blow. That had me both curious and seriously worried. I leaned forward, willing Lena to talk faster.


    Lena said, “Marten told me I was right about the wards. That wasn’t all he’d learned about them. I felt the weight of some other knowledge pressing on his mind like a wave he could barely hold back. But he refused to share it, saying if he did, the Council would be certain to execute us both. He said only, ‘The source of the wards is well protected. Demons can’t reach it, and neither can Ruslan. But I fear that Kiran may do what they cannot. If demons capture him—and they’ll seek him regardless of Ruslan’s intentions—then Alathia’s destruction will follow. You must ensure they do not find him.’”


    “What? Why would Marten think Kiran could reach this source, whatever it is? Kiran’s not more powerful than Ruslan, let alone a demon.”


    “I’m not certain,” Lena said. “Before Marten could say more, someone cast to destroy the linking charm. I learned afterward of his arrest. I tried to see him, but he was forbidden visitors and held in an area of the Arcanum guarded by our most powerful spells. I couldn’t even discover when he would be tried or on what charges. Many on the Council were not happy with his handling of our mission in Ninavel. I fear his sentence will not be kind, and by now, it may have been carried out.” She bent her head, her hands locking tight in her lap.


    “Hey,” Cara said, gentle. “Don’t count Marten out yet. If anyone’s clever enough to talk himself out of trouble, it’s him.”


    Talk. Ha. More like slither his way out. After all Marten had done to Kiran, I wasn’t too broken up over him getting a taste of the Council’s brand of narrow-minded injustice. But Lena’s loyalty to him ran deep—and for her pain, I felt plenty of sympathy.


    “Cara’s right. Marten’s a survivor,” I said. Lena was silent. I forged on. “I get why the Council pounced on Marten, if he dug up some secret he shouldn’t have. But if what Marten said about Kiran is true, why are you here and not an entire company of the Watch? Seems to me the Council should’ve been panting to hunt down Kiran before demons could get him.” By hunt down, I meant kill. The Council had ordered Marten to let Kiran die from drug withdrawal. Actively murdering him wasn’t such a far step.


    Lena said, “The Council didn’t hunt Kiran because they assume he summoned Ruslan the moment he passed our wards. They’re certain he’s in Ninavel at Ruslan’s side. That’s where they’re focusing their efforts.”


    “What efforts?” Much as I detested the Council, they weren’t complete idiots. If they were trying some scheme against Ruslan, maybe we could use that somehow.


    “The Council did not share their plans with me,” Lena said, and I wasn’t at all imagining the bitterness in her tone. “Both Marten and I were under suspicion in the aftermath of your escape. Even though the Watch’s top arcanists certified that my mind had been forcibly altered using blood magic.”


    I glanced at Cara. “I hope you explained she was the one who insisted Kiran burn away those memories.”


    Cara assured me, “I told her everything. I even let her cast a truth-tell on me so she’d know I wasn’t lying.”


    Lena said, “I was relieved to know Kiran had not cast on me against my will. Of course, I didn’t know that in those first days. But I did know you had left with him. I was the one who argued to Marten that the Council was wrong about Kiran returning to Ruslan. I knew from our time in Ninavel just how hard you would fight to prevent that.”


    An ache grew in my chest. I’d stopped Kiran from sacrificing himself to Ruslan, yet still, I’d lost him. My only hope was that the demon needed him intact.


    “You think the demon took Kiran so it could make him steal the source of your wards?”


    “Perhaps,” Lena said wearily. “I know what you’ll ask of me, but I must admit I’m not sure how we can find Kiran. We must hope he’s wearing his amulet, or Ruslan will have taken him long since. But if he does wear the charm, the amulet’s warding is so powerful no spell of mine can find him. Believe me, I tried when I left Alathia. The Watch had blood samples from all three of you, but even so, I failed to find either Kiran or you, Dev, which I hoped meant you remained at his side. Cara was the only one I could track.”


    She stopped again, her eyes gone dark and distant. I could guess what she didn’t want to discuss: the terrible choice she’d had to make. Clear enough that the Council hadn’t given her permission to chase after Cara. She’d left anyway, and the way they’d see it, she’d abandoned her duty and broken her oaths. Even if we killed Ruslan and saved the Council’s collective asses, they’d probably still execute her as a traitor if she ever went back.


    So we had best make sure her sacrifice wasn’t for nothing, and I had an idea on where to start.


    “The godspeaker of the black-daggers knows plenty about demons and how to summon them,” I said. “I say we grab Gavila and hold a little interrogation.” If Lena was too squeamish to rip information from Gavila’s mind, I’d carve it out of Gavila myself.


    Lena raised her head, but Cara spoke first. “I’m all for Dev’s plan, but you need rest before casting.” She cut a warning glance at me. “I know you’re desperate to find Kiran, but it won’t help anything if Lena collapses.”


    “I didn’t mean right this instant.” Even if I wished Lena could drag Gavila here this instant. But a creepy bluish glow still lit the distant rocks where we’d left the black-daggers. “Better if we wait until Gavila’s not surrounded by a horde of demons.”


    “Good.” Cara leaned in and said low in my ear, “Careful with Lena. She’s the sort who’ll run herself right into the ground. You should’ve seen her when she found me and the kids in the Whitefires. She was half-starved and barely able to walk—she’d worn herself near to death, casting to speed her travel and hiding herself from the Watch.”


    “Is that why you came south with her?”


    Cara nodded. “I didn’t think she’d make it to Prosul Akheba without help. If she didn’t reach you in time, I figured it wouldn’t matter how far north I took Melly and Janek, we wouldn’t be safe. I had to make sure Lena found you. Especially after what she said about the spell Vidai left in you.”


    A chill slid down my spine. Kiran had worried over my binding too. “What about the spell?”


    I’d forgotten to keep my voice down. Lena said hoarsely, “I believe it to be a far greater danger than we first assumed in Ninavel. Consider this: demons seem to need the magic of confluences and currents as a fish needs water. That lets us avoid them by walking ground devoid of magic. But you are bound to Ninavel’s great confluence no matter where you walk.”


    “You think demons could use the binding to find me? Spy on me?” Was that how the scarred demon had first found Kiran? Maybe it’d sniffed me out and then latched onto him.


    “Perhaps even spy through you. See and hear what you do, touch your thoughts, while you—being untalented—might never know it. I must break the spell.”


    Khalmet’s bloodsoaked hand. “How soon can you do it?” If I didn’t know she was near dead on her feet, I’d demand she rip the cursed thing out of me right now.


    “I can’t do anything to the binding without studying it first.” Lena’s shoulders drooped. “I need a few hours sleep and then I’ll examine you. If you permit.”


    “Of course I’ll let you. I’ll shut up so you can rest.” The sooner she could cast again, the sooner she could get the demon magic out of me. Not just for my sake—though that was plenty of reason!—but for Kiran’s. We’d never get hold of Gavila if her demon friends told her our every move. A thin hope, maybe, that we could use her to get to Kiran, but even a thin hope was better than none.


    “I only wish I’d come sooner.” Lena’s voice was a rasp of a whisper. “I’m sorry, Dev.”


    I couldn’t let that stand. “You’ve nothing to be sorry for. You left your country, your friends, your entire life, and did your best to help us.” She’d done it for Alathia, not for us, but it didn’t make me any less grateful. “If not for you, I’d be mindburned right now. Instead, I’m alive and whole and I tell you, this isn’t over yet. I don’t care what that Shaikar-spawn’s done with Kiran. Even if it’s bad, and we can’t save him”—but I would save him, I would—“we’ll find a way to stop demons from destroying Alathia.”


    “Thank you,” Lena whispered. Cara squeezed my shoulder in silent affirmation.


    Teo cleared his throat and edged back toward me. “I promised Kiran I’d help you. I will not cast, but as a healer I can perhaps help Lena determine a way to break your binding without harming you.”


    “I’ll take all the help I can get.” I rubbed a weary hand over my eyes. Lena wasn’t the only one dragging.


    But that led me right back to thoughts of Kiran. Wherever he was, exhaustion would be the least of his worries—assuming he wasn’t mindburned or dead. Fuck, I shouldn’t think of that. Yet I couldn’t shut out the questions that kept circling like vultures. Where was he, and what was the demon doing to him?
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    Kiran’s eyes saw only darkness, but his mage-sight insisted otherwise. A blindingly bright yet bizarrely frigid sea of energies seethed around him, as if he’d been plunged into an icy version of Ninavel’s great confluence. Ruslan was gone from his mind, the mark-bond a silent void, but he was far from safe. Wild currents crashed over him, sweeping away his defenses and ripping at his ikilhia. He struggled, drowning, his soul on fire with agony.


    This is no refuge, he shouted into the storm. This will destroy me!


    He couldn’t distinguish the demon’s aura amid the chaos around him, but its answer rang in his mind with brutal clarity. If you were purely human, it would. The brighter your souls, the faster you ratlings die in the halls of flame. But bound within you is a thread of the ssarez-kai’s strength. Use that thread, and you may survive. If you do not, then you are too weak to matter.


    Frantic, Kiran demanded, How do I use it?


    No reply came. He was dissolving, his self shredding away as surely as it would have under Ruslan’s casting. Terror and pain threatened to disrupt his remaining focus. A flash of memory whirled past: scorpion voices whispering to him in the temple, Yield to our fire, little rat, or it will destroy you.


    Kiran abandoned his attempts to block the currents. He let magic blast through him like the howling, life-stealing winds of a blizzard, and plunged deep within the fraying flame of his ikilhia, seeking in a last, desperate effort for a spark of his soul that could survive the storm.


    There! An azure ember that did not quail under the force of the power flooding him, but shone undimmed and undisturbed. If he could shelter behind it—no, within it—Kiran fanned the ember into a slender pillar of flame. Working with desperate haste, he coaxed that flame out and over himself to create a frighteningly frail shield around his ikilhia.


    Maintaining the shield was a strange, difficult balance, like trying to turn himself inside out while simultaneously teetering along a razor-thin alpine ridge. But the currents parted smoothly around the slick of azure encasing him, roaring past without penetrating to the fragile flicker of his self. Pain and cold receded.


    Ah, said the demon, satisfied. You are indeed our cousin in fire.


    Kiran still couldn’t sense the demon. The currents pouring around him were too bright, a confusing, chaotic vortex that hurt to examine. He hadn’t the least idea of how far he was from lands he knew—and everyone he worried about. If Dev and Teo remained anywhere near the cave, they were in tremendous danger from Ruslan’s demon allies.


    Panic crept up to eat at his concentration. Calm. He had to stay calm. Think as if this were a spell-exercise Ruslan had set him. Where am I?


    The demon said, No place in the world you know. This is another realm, a higher realm, the land of ever-flowing fire. It touches your mud-lands in a thousand places, and where it touches, veins of power bleed through. You akheli splash about in the shallows of that power like clumsy children, using your channels and trinkets to manipulate what your flesh cannot touch. We gave up flesh long ago to claim this realm, and now its fire is our lifeblood.


    Gave up flesh? The demon’s grip had felt as strong as any human’s. Kiran shook off speculation in favor of concentrating on the demon’s first words. If he were in another realm entirely, that explained why his mark-bond seemed blocked even without his amulet. It also explained the demons’ ability to walk untouched through wards and vanish as they pleased. They must be stepping from the human realm into their own and back again.


    The cave—and Dev—could be as close as one step away. A step he didn’t yet know how to take, but…


    Give me back my amulet. He could only hope the demon still held it, and that the charm’s spellwork had survived exposure to this cauldron of strange magic.


    The demon’s voice in his head turned mocking. So anxious to return within your master’s reach? Our bargain is not yet done. I require payment for my help.


    Your help? Kiran’s gossamer shield wavered and slipped under the force of his outrage. He hastily channeled his anger into mere words. You made sure Ruslan would turn all his will upon destroying me!


    Exactly, the demon agreed. He will be distracted from his efforts for the ssarez-kai, while you will be prevented from reconsidering your allegiance. I know how fickle humans are in their loyalties. You should thank me. I have made certain you can never crawl back to your master in a moment of weakness.


    True enough that any chance of bargaining with Ruslan was lost. Kiran felt as if the very foundation of the world had skewed off-kilter. For all his insistence that Ruslan knew nothing of love, Kiran had believed it a fundamental truth that Ruslan wanted him. The changing of that truth left him deeply shaken—and bitterly ashamed of the strength of his dismay.


    Calm, he reminded himself. Focus on practicalities. You spoke before of a bargain Ruslan made with the ssarez-kai, and Lizaveta confirmed he is aiding them. What help has he offered them?


    An excellent question, the demon said. One I can only answer when I have the truth I have preserved you to find.


    You don’t know either, Kiran said, realizing. The ssarez-kai are your rivals. You know they have some scheme, but you don’t know their intent, and so you seek to discover it. He didn’t wait for the demon to answer, but plunged ahead. You’re right to fear what Ruslan might be doing to help them. You seem to think little of humans, but I warn you now: Ruslan is so clever that the ssarez-kai will underestimate the depth of his cunning. Yet you proved with Lizaveta that in a contest of strength, even a master akheli cannot stand against a demon.


    He charged his next words with all the conviction he could muster. If you want to be certain your enemies’ schemes will fail, don’t wait to discover their intent. Kill Ruslan now.


    Kill Ruslan. Voicing it left Kiran dizzy, as if the world had wrenched farther yet out of true and sent him skidding toward some unknowable edge. He felt no satisfaction in Lizaveta’s death, only a numb, hollow shock. Imagining Ruslan dead—he could barely picture that. Yet to think he might survive Ruslan’s death and leave this demon realm to find his mark-bond broken, and Dev, Cara, and Melly safe from vengeance—that, he wanted too much. He was terrified the demon would guess the depth of his desire and twist it into a weapon against him.


    Your master is indeed no fool, the demon said. The ssarez-kai agreed to claim him. None but they can touch him. But you, unclaimed and without kin, weaker than the least child of fire…you are easy prey.


    Kiran should have known freedom was too bright a dream to be so readily possible. And he was all too aware of how vulnerable he was here. The shield he struggled to hold felt as tenuous as a soap-bubble, yet required unrelenting concentration. Ruslan had taught him and Mikail to withstand such mental strain for hours on end, but his endurance was not infinite.


    What do you want from me?


    You know what I want, the demon said. The truth of why the ssarez-kai desired your creation. What did they think it would gain them to make a human that could survive in our fire?


    Kiran didn’t have the answers the demon sought. Return my amulet and take me back to human lands. I’ll look within my memories and show you all I learn.


    I think not, little cousin. You will not leave our fire until I have the knowledge I seek.


    I can’t look for it here, Kiran protested. I need all my concentration to shield myself. I haven’t any to spare for searching blocked memories.


    You ratlings are such low creatures, the demon said, disgusted. If it will silence your whining, I will lend you further aid.


    An indigo latticework burst out of the currents pouring around Kiran and sank through the blue veil of his shield before he could react. Sudden, needling pain stole his breath, only to fade as the black void before his eyes blossomed into dusky twilight.


    He stood amid dunes of pale, crystalline sand that glimmered with hints of rose and mist-blue and lavender. No wind brushed his face, but long streamers of sand twisted off the dune crests and spread into glowing veils of deeper, richer colors, cobalt and amethyst and viridian, brilliant against a black, starless sky. His own hands and arms—all of his skin exposed by his torn and bloodied clothes—crawled with light the same vivid azure as the demon-flame in his soul.


    Sand whisked past his ankles in a silent, constant rush. The dunes all around him were slowly shifting as if sculpted by some intangible force. Beyond the dunes, the light of the sky-veils revealed serrated shapes as large as mountains, but oddly intricate in their silhouettes. They also moved, their shapes altering like frost spreading over granite.


    What is this? His mage-sight still saw the same chaos of currents. Yet now he realized the chaos wasn’t complete. The turbulence contained larger patterns that mirrored the shifting of the dunes, the flow of the sky-veils, the vast, half-seen silhouettes in the distance. When he focused on the sand at his feet, the dune grew translucent, jeweled colors spiraling within crystalline depths. He had the dizzy sense he might fall straight through the sand, a fall that would go on forever.


    Now you see as a child of fire does. Or as close as your crude flesh can come.


    The demon was standing so close a tracery of scales showed on its skin. Its black braids twined and drifted like river-weeds caught in invisible currents, and its eyes burned as bright as two indigo suns.


    The jewel-studded disc of Kiran’s amulet dangled from one bone-white hand. Kiran eyed the charm, wondering if he dared grab for it.


    Better, yes? The demon asked.


    Yes, Kiran admitted, and not only because his disorientation had faded. His shield felt stronger. More natural. Not as instinctive as the barriers protecting his mind—he still had to concentrate to hold the demonfire, but the effort was not so strenuous.


    Show me the path to your memories, before I lose patience and rip what I seek from you. I know too little of rat-minds to be certain you would survive the experience.


    The demon’s real fear must be that in invading Kiran’s mind, it might destroy the very memories it sought. Ikilhia may be resilient, but the mind is a strangely fragile thing, Ruslan had told Kiran in Ninavel.


    He had some scant leverage, then. He would use it.


    I’ll show you. But first, give me my amulet. I don’t know how to leave here, but I want to know that it’s possible.


    Very well, you may have your trinket. The demon tossed the amulet to him.


    Kiran caught it. The cool weight of the charm in his hand was the first sensation he’d had that was based in his physical body and not his mind and magic.


    When he focused, the pattern of the amulet’s spell leaped bright into his inner sight. No trace of Lizaveta’s shielding remained on the charm—her spellwork might have been ripped away by the currents—but the original pattern bound within the metal was unbroken and undamaged. Perhaps because the magic was quiescent while the amulet was off his neck. Or perhaps metal had properties of protection in this realm?


    A hand gripped his neck, and a chill, alien presence slid through his shield to coil around his mind with impatient menace. No more excuses, the demon said. Show me.


    Kiran clutched the amulet tighter yet and shut his eyes against the demon realm’s strange beauty. He sank to the wall at the heart of his memories, and the demon followed. The block still stood, rebuilt by his recovering ikilhia, but either his brush with death or his exposure to the demon realm’s wild currents had damaged it. Dark cracks zigzagged across the spell’s energies. One thrust of power in the right spot could shatter the entire structure.


    Plus destroy the memories behind it, and likely his sanity. Kiran knew better than to try anything so foolish. Instead, he eased cautiously through a crack, ignoring the fresh pain that assaulted him upon crossing the barrier. The demon flowed after him, a cold, questing river.


    Beyond were jumbled, endless hours of a child’s incomprehension and loneliness and fear, as the world turned to shadows and specters and he slid inexorably toward madness. Kiran didn’t sink entirely into the morass of memories. He held back enough that he might watch the demon.


    It slithered through his past, pausing to listen to scorpion whispers, watching as Kiran endured spellcasting after spellcasting from the bone mage. Occasional flashes of comprehension brushed Kiran; the demon was learning far more than he ever had. Stealthily, he eased toward the demon’s consciousness. What the demon learned, he wanted to know.


    As if sensing his attempt, the demon’s cold presence grew stronger, bolstering the memories until they threatened to shake loose Kiran’s grip on the present. Again he was dragged along darkened halls by the sour man; again he escaped into the garden and collided with Ruslan.


    Kiran recoiled from the anguish of that meeting, which cut all the more deeply now that Lizaveta was dead. His shock was fading to leave a dark, acid grief that was all the more poisonous for his shame in feeling it. By the time he mastered himself and rejoined the demon, it had moved on to examine a different memory.


    He stood at Ruslan’s side in the great center sanctum of the temple, watching the veil of blue fire ripple above the silver ring inscribed on the dais. The fire didn’t make Kiran’s head hurt anymore. Ruslan had done something to stop the pain, muffling him in an invisible but comforting blanket. Even the four dead adults, one sprawled at each corner of the dais, didn’t bother him. They weren’t mangled like the shadowy bodies he sometimes saw in the halls, though their red robes had spilled over the stones like blood, and their mouths gaped wide as if they were still screaming.


    Ruslan had made the adults die without even touching them. Now his friend Liza was circling the dais. She didn’t look anything like Ruslan. She had great dark eyes and hair of glossy, perfect black, while Ruslan’s long tail of hair was an odd red-brown as strange as his golden skin. But she walked just like Ruslan did, as if she were afraid of nothing, not even monsters. They were both so beautiful and brave, and the way they looked at each other—Kiran had never seen anything like it among the adults at the temple. It warmed him inside, even as he yearned to have them look at him that way, like he was the most important thing in their world.


    Liza said to Ruslan, “Do you feel it? Magic bound in the stone, its roots sunk deep in the confluence. Yet it hasn’t the taste of bone magic.”


    Ruslan said, “I suspect our opponent is little more than a clever scavenger. We’ve sensed no other magic so strong here. This must be the power she used to defeat Idarantis. If we could but study it…”


    He stepped toward the dais and shrugged off the bulging leather pack he wore. Kiran hurried after him. He didn’t want any chance Ruslan might leave him behind.


    “We haven’t time.” Liza looked at Kiran. “The bone mage has discovered the boy is missing. Already she tests my veils. She may be a scavenger, but she is not weak—you’ve seen how well she has layered her defenses. How can we best her quickly enough to be certain she can’t wield this strange power against us?”


    Kiran crowded closer to Ruslan, his calm thinning. What if the bone-lady killed Ruslan and Liza and took him back? He’d never escape the temple then.


    “We destroy her and all her spells simultaneously,” Ruslan said. “Do you remember the exercise Vasha once set us on how to disrupt the balance of forces in a confluence?”


    Liza turned to stare. “Are you mad? The backlash would kill us right along with her.”


    “We’ve no bonds tying us to this confluence. If we put enough distance between us and the disruption, we will live while the bone mage burns.”


    “How? We have to be here within the confluence to break its balance. Once the magic explodes free, we could not flee this canyon quickly enough to escape the conflagration.”


    “Not if we run, no. But there is another direction we might escape.” Ruslan took two rectangular plates of silver from his pack. The plates were thickly carved with symbols and set with fat red stones as large as Kiran’s fist. Long leather straps trailed from the plates’ corners.


    Ruslan waggled one plate at Liza. “To think you mocked me for spending so much effort in creating these. Did I not say the charms could be useful tools, not mere playthings?”


    Liza laughed, a low, delighted chuckle. “Rushenka, you are indeed mad. But perhaps just mad enough for this to work.” She slid a hand into Ruslan’s hair and kissed him. Not the way the amayas had kissed Kiran in the child garden, soft pecks on the cheek, but right on Ruslan’s mouth and for long enough Kiran wondered how they could breathe.


    Ruslan pulled back, smiling. He braced one of the plates against Liza’s back and bound the straps over her chest and shoulders until the silver was snugged tight against her silken shirt. She took the second plate and did the same for him.


    As she cinched a final strap tight over his broad chest, Ruslan said, “You’ve always been better at mapping confluence forces. Go set spellwork to strike the balance points. I’ll keep the bone mage distracted until you’re ready.”


    Liza stroked a hand down his cheek, saying something too soft for Kiran to hear, and ran from the room. Ruslan pulled a fat metal canister out of his pack. “Kiran, come here. I will lay wards around this dais, and you must stand within them.”


    Obediently, Kiran climbed onto the dais. He didn’t like being so close to the rippling sheet of flame. What if the scorpions noticed him?


    “You have to be careful,” he told Ruslan. “Don’t let the scorpions hear you. They’re much worse than the bone-lady.”


    Ruslan trickled a strange liquid out of the canister onto the floor around the dais. It shimmered silver like metal, but poured in fat runnels like oddly thick water. Ruslan didn’t look at Kiran, only at the loops and swirls he was making around one of the dead adults.


    “Hush, child. I must concentrate. Casting alone is far more difficult than with a partner and requires absolute precision with preparations.”


    The scorpions were far away tonight. Maybe it would be all right. But Ruslan was taking so long with the metal-water! Kiran fidgeted, worry rising.


    Ruslan moved around the dais until a gleaming pattern of metal-water surrounded it on all sides. At last he tossed the canister aside. Pack in hand, he stepped carefully within the lines. He shut his eyes, his golden face perfectly still.


    All around the dais, the lines of metal-water glowed a deep, sullen red. Silent, ghostly flames flickered on them, shredding away into the air above. The veil of blue fire beside Kiran blazed brighter yet, twisting violently as if angry. A dull ache started in Kiran’s head. He shrank away as far as he could from the fire and still remain on the dais.


    In a hesitant whisper, he said, “But, the scorpions…”


    Ruslan leaped onto the dais beside him. “Kiran, you remember what I told you about this whole canyon being full of magic, yes? This magic is too strong for a boy as small as you. It has hurt your mind. When your mind is hurt, it does not bleed as a wound in your body might. Instead, it confuses nightmares with reality. When we leave here, I will heal you and then you will see: the scorpions you fear are not real. They never have been.”


    The bone-lady’s dry, cold voice said, “You’ll soon find out differently, blood mage. The children of Shaikar do not tolerate thieves.”


    She was standing in the doorway, her eyes black, angry slits. She wasn’t clutching her book but an entire fistful of yellowed bones.


    The last of Kiran’s calm fled. He crushed his hands to his mouth to stop a whimper. He didn’t want Ruslan to think him weak, but he was so afraid the bone-lady would steal him back. She’d hurt him worse than ever for trying to get away from her.


    Ruslan dropped his pack and drew Kiran against him. “Do you mistake me for one of these superstitious fools you rule? I know the secret of your power, and it has nothing to do with mythical creatures. It lies within this stone, and I have warded it against you.”


    “The secret of my—?” The bone-lady rasped a gravelly chuckle. “Ah. I should have known a blood mage’s arrogance would not allow for the existence of Shaikar and his children. It’s true that superstition makes an excellent tool to keep the untalented properly industrious. I do as I please here, and I need not even grovel at the lord of Ninavel’s untalented feet.”


    She was circling the glowing red lines, studying them. Ruslan turned to keep her in view. When he spoke, his voice was as cold as hers. “Lord Sechaveh is nothing but a convenience to me. But his sister—to her I owed a debt, and you killed her before I could pay it. Did you think no one would come to avenge Idarantis?”


    “Was that her name? I did not ask her before she died. Her bones held much power. As will yours.”


    She wasn’t looking at Ruslan, but at the sheet of flame beside Kiran. Deep inside, he felt a faint but insistent summons, a cry for aid…in a horrified flash, he understood. She was delaying just as Ruslan was. Pretending the scorpions weren’t real, even as she sent out a call into the night, summoning them to come and strike her enemies down.


    Far away, the scorpions were stirring, their attention shifting. Faint whispers hissed at the edge of Kiran’s hearing.


    “Hurry,” he begged Ruslan. “Please, you have to—”


    “Shhhh,” Ruslan said. Calm settled thick over Kiran. He slumped in Ruslan’s hold, his eyelids heavy.


    The bone-lady stopped her prowling. “You claim you came for vengeance, yet you creep through my temple and steal this boy. I think you lie, blood mage. I also know your kind does not cast alone. Where is your partner?”


    Ruslan didn’t move, but red fire lashed out from the glowing metal-water toward the bone-lady. She snapped one of the bones she held, and Ruslan’s fire recoiled. Rivulets of deepest purple dripped from the broken bone and slithered like snakes toward the four dead adults.


    The pain in Kiran’s head sharpened, rousing him from lethargy. He cried out and clutched at his temples.


    “You will not break my wards. All you will accomplish is to further damage the boy.” Ruslan crouched and slid his arms around Kiran’s chest, gripping him so tightly Kiran could barely breathe. Ruslan tensed as if he were preparing to jump off the dais.


    The bone-lady smiled, sharp and terrifying. “What of it? We need only one child who can walk the labyrinth.”


    A shockwave of realization rolled over Kiran: not his own, but the demon’s. It was pulling free of him. What had it learned? Kiran wanted to chase after it, but Ruslan was holding him so tightly…


    Ruslan shouted, deep and exultant: “Now, Liza!” The lines of metal-water blazed white-hot. Fire exploded out of the silver ring beside Kiran and boiled over the dais. But Kiran was yanked upward and away, held in Ruslan’s arms, great wings of red light beating the air around them with thunderous force. As they arrowed toward the temple roof, it shattered, stone blocks crashing past Kiran into the flames below. He and Ruslan shot up past the black bulwarks of cliffs toward the stars high above. Below, all the world was a boiling crimson sea of fire. The fire was in his head too, the pain growing so huge it swallowed his screams, crushing him into darkness…


    [image: C:\Courtney\fic\LabyrinthofFlame\Book_for_Layout\Illustrations\JPG\ruslanbig.jpg]


    Kiran thrashed free of the past and back into the strange world of colored sands and deadly currents. The demon backed away from him. Its braids writhed as if in violent agitation.


    What did you learn? Kiran demanded, his mind still racked by echoes of remembered pain. The soap-skin of his protection felt thinner than ever.


    Ashkiza’s ban, the demon said, shock underpinning the mental words. Does the greed of the ssarez-kai know no bounds? To break Ashkiza’s ban and wield the greatest of weapons… A burst of alien emotion swept over Kiran, so tangled he could not make it out.


    What weapon?


    Saving you was not wise. Sand whipped upward from the dune at the demon’s feet to obscure its form. In Kiran’s mage-sight, currents frothed and churned. In another instant, both sand and currents subsided, but the demon was gone. Kiran was alone amid the creeping dunes.


    Curse the creature; where had it gone, and why? All Kiran had seen was that Ruslan and Lizaveta had indeed burned the confluence, far more literally than Vidai had ever dreamed of doing in Ninavel. The spell Ruslan had set around the dais had transmuted the energies backlashing through the silver ring into physical fire. Any nathahlen in the temple would have burned right along with the bone mage, caught in an inferno too sudden to escape. Adults and children alike…how many small bones lay amid the temple’s scorched ruins?


    He heard Teo say again, Wherever you go, death follows.


    That death was not his choice. It was Ruslan’s, and the pattern would never change if Kiran did not survive to break it. He sifted the currents surging past him for any hint of demon presence and nearly lost his grip on his shield.


    The demon had left him to die. He couldn’t maintain this balance of energies forever. He would tire, his shield would fail, and the currents would destroy him.


    The amulet was still in his hand. Kiran tightened his fingers around its cold metal. He had to find a way out of this realm before the currents killed him. He’d felt the demon take him here. Ruslan had sometimes cast spells and demanded that he and Mikail reproduce them without any information beyond what they had sensed during his casting. Kiran didn’t have Mikail’s innate gift for pattern analysis, but he’d learned to compensate with a combination of stubborn determination and meticulous experimentation.


    He must replicate the demon’s magic and escape into his own realm. If he survived, then he’d worry about making sense of the demon’s talk of bans and weapons. Kiran shut out fear and frustration. He’d felt the demon cross between realms more than once. Each time, he’d sensed that same dissonant flare of power.


    Again and again he relived the instants when the demon had ripped open the fabric of the world. He studied the shift of energies and examined every nuance of sensation he’d felt.


    Then he tried to re-create it, using the same slender flame that fueled his shield. Casting without disrupting his protection was horrendously difficult. Time after time, he had to abort attempts before the currents swamped him.


    The needling bite of the magic surging around him grew sharper, his shield fading to a ghost of blue. He drew upon the discipline he’d learned in Ruslan’s workroom and refused to give up. A slight variation here, a different harmonization there, experiment and analyze, blocking out a rising tide of pain.


    Long after he’d lost count of his attempts, he wove energies again—and the currents juddered apart, a hairline fracture of darkness opening in his inner sight. A mental shout of triumph escaped Kiran; he promptly lost his grip on the currents and the void vanished. Infused with new determination, he made another.


    Dangerous.


    Kiran whirled. The demon was standing mere inches away, its black braids pressed flat against its body and its fanged teeth showing.


    Rip that wider, and your flesh will not survive. You can’t cross between realms without anchoring your path, foolish child.


    The demon could be lying, hoping to keep him trapped here. Or it could be telling a brutally exact truth. If he played along, perhaps it would let some clue slip.


    Then you’d best tell me how to make an anchor, Kiran said. Unless you want me dead.


    Dead would be safer. Laughter echoed in his head, mocking and silvery, though Kiran had the sense the mockery was not directed at him. But had I cared for safety, I would not be kin-exiled.


    It brushed a hand over the ragged scar on its brow, and Kiran had a flash of insight—the scar wasn’t some remnant of a wound, but a sign of outcast status.


    Were you once one of the ssarez-kai?


    The demon hissed in disgust. My lineage is far stronger than that rabble. Yet my former kin are afflicted with a certain rigidity of thought that I do not share. They would not hesitate to kill you, but I am willing to consider other options.


    Kiran’s shield had never felt so fragile. He tried to project nothing but cool reason. Then explain to me why your kin would want to kill me. What did you realize that so upset you?


    The demon said, When first we came to the ever-flowing fire, we had not left our wars behind. Many and bitter were the battles between lineages, with this new power at our hands. Yet death no longer came easily to us, for we had found the secret of eternity. But Ashkiza—the Survivor, you would say, the last of her lineage, she who first crossed into this realm and birthed us all into fire—


    Kiran could not help interrupting. You say “she.” Your kind has male and female then, as we do? The demon’s lack of genitals certainly made it difficult to guess a gender.


    No, the demon said. Even when we were flesh, our race was never so crudely split. Any of us could create a birth-seed or be among those who fed it the blood needed to grow. I say “she” so you will understand every lineage respects Ashkiza despite her lack of kin, as your kind might respect one of those who lead you.


    In Varkevia, merchant houses were headed by their matrias. Arkennland had no such tradition; either women or men could rule. Perhaps the demon’s assumption meant it only had experience of humans in the south. But Kiran said only, What has this Ashkiza to do with me?


    She possessed a tool that drew on the substance of your realm to alter our fire as she saw fit. Such power set its wielder apart much as you bright-souled rats stand over those shadow-souled rats you call untalented; her tool was a great boon but also the deadliest of weapons. Each kin-line fought for the right to possess it, but Ashkiza was ever as capricious as she was brilliant. She decided none were worthy, and so she ensured none could reach her creation. She locked it away within another realm entirely, a realm not of mud or fire but poison, the very touch of which destroys us far faster than our fire does you. It is said that she built a great labyrinth of our fire within that poisoned realm, and her weapon lies at the labyrinth’s heart. I had always wondered why she bothered with the labyrinth when no child of fire could even enter its gate—but now I understand. She meant to keep her weapon from your kind as well as mine. You rats can endure the poison as we cannot, but those of you bright-souled enough to see the labyrinth’s paths cannot survive its flame.


    Kiran said in dawning realization, The ssarez-kai want Ashkiza’s weapon, and the bone mage was trying to create a child who could reach it for them. Kiran suspected the bone mage and her sour-faced crony had made their own plans, kept hidden from the demons they claimed to serve. No wonder they hadn’t cared what damage the confluence did to his unprotected mind. They wanted a tool witless enough he couldn’t be turned against them.


    But then Ruslan came, Kiran said. He burned the confluence and destroyed the ssarez-kai’s human allies and all the children…all but me.


    The ssarez-kai did not know you lived, the demon agreed. Their attention was far from your realm that night, drawn to it too late. They knew some ratling intruder had destroyed their work, but it had not seemed promising in any case. The children were too weak, too easily destroyed by our fire. The ssarez-kai did not return to their scheme; they had more pressing matters to address, thanks to certain challenges made to them by other lineages.


    Until Vidai’s demon saw me in the mountains, Kiran said.


    You claimed kinship, but you were poisoned and dying. We children of fire know nothing of how to heal ratlings. So the ssarez-kai who accepted your kin-claim left to carry news to the rest of his lineage: if this child should survive, then we have a chance of breaking Ashkiza’s ban.


    Kiran said, That must be what Ruslan offered them. The chance to use me to get the weapon, in exchange for his life and the destruction of those he hates.


    The demon chuffed in contemptuous dismissal. The ssarez-kai would have laughed at such a bargain. They do not need any rat’s permission to take and use you. I suspect your master bargained that he would find a different way for the ssarez-kai to obtain Ashkiza’s weapon before they could find and take you. If he succeeds, they will relinquish their claim on you and give him the revenge he desires. My kin would sneer and say no mere mud-land rat could be so clever as to break Ashkiza’s ban, but I have seen enough of your kind to heed your warning about your master’s cunning.


    The demon caught Kiran’s arms in a crushing, icy grip. He must not succeed in this. The ssarez-kai cannot be allowed to take Ashkiza’s weapon. So instead of killing you, little cousin, I will offer you the same bargain you think the ssarez-kai made with your master. Bring me the weapon, and I will grant you your life and destroy those you hate.


    The demons’ revelations had left Kiran feeling as if he were caught in the whitewater of a mountain river: battered and tumbled and given no chance for air. Yet one certainty stood out like a rock in the current. Whatever Ashkiza’s weapon might be, Kiran feared what demons—any demon!—might do with it.


    It would do him no good to refuse the demon outright. He needed time to think. You said you can’t touch Ruslan, he temporized.


    If he fails, the ssarez-kai will kill him for it, the demon said.


    And me. I’ve no wish to be forced into avoiding confluences and currents the rest of my life.


    You need not hide. Not if you let me bind my own fire into your soul and make a new, stronger kin-bond, the demon said, sweetly coaxing. Then you and I form a new lineage, no longer outcast, and the ssarez-kai cannot touch you without defeating me. An impossible task when I have Ashkiza’s weapon.


    No! The answer exploded out of Kiran, too certain to hold back. The demon was just as cruel and ruthless as Ruslan. Kiran would not make any bonds with such a creature. You ask me to exchange one slavery for another. I will not do it, even if it means I die here.


    The demon gave him a red, amused grin. Slavery? Hardly. I can give you freedom such as you’ve never known. Teach you to travel our currents and cross between realms as you please—and you, being a creature of flesh, can cross to the deadlands my kind cannot walk. You could escape me any time you wish, just as you could dance past your master’s wards and shrug off his spellwork.


    Despite his resolve, Kiran was tempted. To gain such advantage over Ruslan…could he convince the demon to teach him without the necessity of a bond? Kiran hesitated, knowing he had little chance of that without offering what the demon most wanted: Ashkiza’s weapon.


    He could offer the weapon and lie. He’d never been good at deceit, especially when speaking mind-to-mind. Yet his contact with the demon was shallow. If he constructed his offer carefully enough, perhaps he could convince the demon he spoke truth.


    He looked into the fire of the demon’s eyes and felt a shimmer of its expectant satisfaction. Before he could form an offer, a new voice broke into his head, sibilant and excited.


    There, did I not say I felt the rat-child? He stands with the outcast, and look—he survives our fire!


    Three demons appeared on the crest of a nearby dune. Looking at the one in the lead, recognition shivered through Kiran. The masculine proportions of its body, the contours of its coldly beautiful face, the azure blaze of its eyes that matched the thread of fire in Kiran’s own soul—this was the demon he’d met in the Cirque of the Knives.


    He backed away. Sand dragged at his feet, coiling up around his ankles.


    The scarred demon hissed. Braids and arms spread wide, it leaped between him and the other demons. You cannot have him.


    He is ours by blood-right, said the cirque demon. You have no claim on him.


    Nor do you, answered the scarred demon. He has renounced his kinship.


    Tendrils of cold magic whipped through Kiran’s shield and tasted his ikilhia despite his attempt to block them.


    The cirque demon snarled and said, Ah, now that was a mistake, child. It looked at the scarred demon. You have no kin to call upon in defense. Give him up, or we will take him.


    Try, the scarred demon said. Streamers of sand that glimmered indigo rose around the demons on the dune, swaying like snakes preparing to strike.


    Kiran dragged his feet free and ran, even as sand and currents alike exploded into a frothing tornado around him. He cried out, his shield buckling under the assault.


    An indigo coil of power burst out of the storm and locked around him. He struck at it, terrified that the scarred demon had decided to kill him rather than let the ssarez-kai have him. The coil tightened remorselessly.


    Stop, he called to the scarred demon. You want the weapon. Send me back to human lands. I’ll run where the ssarez-kai can’t follow, and survive to bring it to you.


    The scarred demon’s voice lashed across his mind. Then stop fighting me, foolish child. I will send you out of their reach, though I see your intent to run from me as well. Run if you like; soon you will beg to take my offer.


    Underlying its words was the utter certainty of fact, not threat. Kiran didn’t care. He yanked the chain of his amulet over his head. The storm ripped apart before him, and the coil flung him through.
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    Cara shook me out of fitful, nightmare-plagued sleep. I jolted upright, looking wildly around for demons or a vengeful, furious Ruslan.


    “Easy,” Cara said, her hand still warm on my shoulder. “Nothing’s wrong. Lena’s awake—I’m making her eat, but soon as she’s done she’ll look at your binding.”


    The sun hadn’t risen yet, but it was well on the way. The pale twilight softened the stark lines of fins and buttes and canyons, turning the desert surrounding our ridge into a land of silent, sinuous mystery. Cara was fully dressed in her travel-stained leathers. Her sun-bleached hair was neatly braided into its usual long tail, her knife and charms strapped to her belt, her lean body coiled in a poised, confident crouch.


    I love you, she’d said. The memory felt like a beacon of warmth amid a howling storm. I touched her fingers. “You’re the best sight I’ve had on waking in a long time.”


    She grinned at me. “Wish I could say the same. You look like you need a good scrubbing in a river and about ten years more sleep. Can’t help with either of those, but I can at least provide breakfast.” She handed me some strips of jerky. “It’s lizard meat, so no promises on taste.”


    The best that could be said for the jerky was that I’d had worse. Chewing on a strip that tasted like a salted pack strap, I swiped grit off my stubbled face and took a more careful look around. This ridge might be a great spot to stay safe from demons, but it lacked any cover that could hide us from human scouts. Then again, that might not be a bad thing. To capture and interrogate Gavila, we’d need to draw her away from her demon friends.


    But first, Lena had to take care of the demon magic inside me. She was sitting a few feet away, gnawing on some hardtack with all the enthusiasm of someone forcing herself to choke down sand. Her hacked-off hair was a mess of tangles, her shoulders slumped and her eyes bloodshot.


    But her rings had brightened back to silver. I leaned toward her, ready to demand she look at my binding. I didn’t want to waste any more time.


    Cara clamped my shoulder. “Hold. I know that look in your eye, but remember, pushing too hard never makes for a faster ascent. Let Lena finish eating; we need her strong.”


    That was a lesson Sethan had pounded into my reluctant head in my apprentice days. Climbers so anxious to rush for a summit they neglected rest and food often failed to make the summit at all. But gods, it was hard to be patient.


    Melly and Janek were stirring on their blanket. Where the ridge dropped away in a cliff, Teo stood staring out at the distant garden of fins that hid the black-daggers’ sacred pools.


    I jerked a thumb at Teo and asked Cara, “Did he sleep at all?”


    “No. He said we’d want someone on watch who could sense magic, and Lena needed sleep far more than he did.”


    That, and he was probably too busy agonizing over Zadikah to have a hope of rest. I knew all too well what that felt like. He’d be going over every instant he’d ever spent with her, wondering if he could’ve said or done something that would’ve changed her path.


    “So long as he doesn’t end up so exhausted he can’t walk.” I raised my voice. “Teo. Any sign of clanfolk or demons?”


    He glanced back at me. His arms were folded tight, his eyes red-rimmed. “No.”


    If the ssarez-kai hadn’t sent clanfolk chasing after us, maybe they’d realized Kiran got snatched by one of their own kind, and were hunting him elsewhere. The thought brought back all my fear for him. I willed Lena to hurry up and finish the damn hardtack.


    Melly sat up, yawning and stretching with a supple fluidity I envied. Upon sighting me, she promptly bounced up and leaped into my arms, all flying flame-red hair and newly lanky limbs.


    “Dev, I’m so glad you’re safe! Cara said Lena would protect you, but I wasn’t sure Lena could. Lizaveta is so awful.”


    Her strangle-hold clutch around my neck made it hard to breathe, but I didn’t complain. I hugged her tight and said, “Lizaveta was a viper and no mistake, but she’s dead now.” I ran through a quick account of our failed attempt to rescue Kiran, trying not to betray just how deeply that failure upset me.


    Melly pulled back and looked at me gravely. “If Ruslan’s angry with Kiran, he’ll want to hurt someone Kiran likes. Are you going to try and make him break his blood vow not to harm you?”


    “Maybe.” Even as angry as Ruslan must be after Lizaveta’s death, I didn’t think that path would be easy. The way Kiran had explained it to me, the spell sealing Ruslan’s blood vow was rooted in Ruslan’s own perceptions. To break his oath and trigger a lethal backlash from Ninavel’s confluence, he had to believe something he cast would harm me—or Cara, or Melly, or an Alathian—and yet cast the spell anyway.


    “Hard to make him lose his head and cast at me when I doubt he’s even thinking of us yet. All his attention will be on finding Kiran.” I was terrified Ruslan would succeed before I could even find out where to look.


    Melly bit her lip, looking as worried as I felt. I cursed myself for an idiot. I should be reassuring her, not dragging her into my concerns.


    “Hey.” I tugged gently at a lock of her hair. “Remember in Ninavel when I promised I’d get you free of this whole mess? That’s a promise you can count on.”


    “I know.” But Melly’s eyes stayed shadowed in a way that wrenched my heart. She might not have truly Changed yet, but in leaving Ninavel she’d already tasted the helplessness and despair of losing the power she’d gloried in since her earliest childhood. That experience never failed to rip away a Tainter’s faith that adults could make things right. She knew now that some promises were impossible to keep.


    Yet her chin lifted, determination blazing off her as fiercely as it had from Cara the night before. “You’re going to get Kiran back, right? I’ll help you.”


    I’d only hurt Melly if I told her it’d be a bright day in Shaikar’s hells before I took her help against creatures as dangerous as demons. She’d think I was saying she wasn’t worth anything without the Taint.


    So I didn’t argue. I choked down the impatience still burning in my gut and said, carefully mild, “First things first. Is there any water? Hard to make a proper plan when your mouth tastes of old lizard.”


    That got a grin out of Melly before she grabbed a waterskin for me. “All the animals here taste terrible. I liked traveling the mountains better. At least there Cara caught things we wanted to eat.”


    “Can’t argue with that,” Cara said, sighing. “Sure wish we had a nice fat snow grouse to roast.”


    Janek sidled up, peering at me with huge, solemn eyes. Pello had said he was nine, but he was so small and slight he looked far younger. He was as dark as Zadikah—his mother must’ve been Sulanian—but he had his father’s mop of soft, spiraling curls. He hadn’t Pello’s quick tongue, but he had a knack for stealth that would do any shadow man proud. Kid was quiet as a ghost when he moved, and he could vanish in terrain I’d swear had no chance of a hiding spot. Thank Khalmet he wasn’t the contrary, mischievous sort who’d hide on purpose to frustrate adults, but he was such a sober little thing it made me sad for him. Kids should know how to have fun.


    He didn’t like anyone but Melly to touch him, so I didn’t offer him a hug. I settled for a grin and a wave. He ducked his head in a shy little nod. The thin copper chain of Pello’s malachite-moon necklace was bright around his neck.


    “C’mere, Janek,” Melly said with all the confident authority she’d held as boss Tainter over the younger kids in Red Dal’s gang. “I’ll get you something to eat before we pack up our gear.” He trotted obediently after her.


    “Still shadows her everywhere, I see,” I said to Cara.


    “She’s as patient with him as the trail is long, even when she’s busy acting the cocky, smartmouthed brat for me.” Cara nudged me. “Good thing I had all that practice enduring your idiocy in your apprentice days. Even at her worst, Melly’s not half so obnoxious.”


    “What can I say? I’ve always been talented.” My gaze skipped from Janek to the distant bulk of the Khalat, visible on the horizon beyond a score of wrinkled ridges and rock formations. I could imagine Yashad perched up there, waiting with cold patience for Bayyan to bring me back with the news of Janek I’d promised her.


    She’d be waiting a long time. I had no intention of going near Prosul Akheba again. Gavila must hold better information on demons than stacks of old books could provide.


    Lena forced down the last bite of her hardtack. Finally! I scooted over to her.


    “You ready to look at this Shaikar-cursed binding?”


    Lena nodded, swiping back her ragged hair. I didn’t think she’d hacked it off in some attempt at disguise, or even so she wouldn’t have to fuss with braiding it. I figured she’d needed an outward sign of the break she’d made with her old life, to help her endure the pain of loss.


    “Take off your shirt,” Lena said to me.


    Cara snorted in surprised mirth. “Sure you don’t want him to take off everything?”


    “Just the shirt,” Lena said, though I saw her mouth twitch.


    “Wouldn’t want anyone to get too distracted,” I said dryly, and skinned off my shirt, aware of Cara’s amused, appreciative gaze. Both of us were caked with days’ worth of sweat and dirt, but I didn’t give a damn for the grime. The moment I had a proper chance, I’d show her just how badly I’d missed her over these last weeks.


    Lena laid her hands on my chest. Sometimes when mages cast on me, my skin would prickle, or my muscles shiver. I felt nothing now but the warmth of her palms.


    The sun slipped over the eastern horizon and turned the desert to copper and gold. Melly and Janek finished packing and plunked themselves down nearby, whispering to each other. Cara’s expression as she watched me no longer had any trace of humor, only a grim, worried intensity. Teo kept glancing back at us with his head tilted as if he were listening, though Lena wasn’t chanting as she often did to cast. She kept one hand over my heart and moved the other to touch different spots on my chest and my brow. At last she dropped her hands and sat back.


    “Did you get rid of it?” I asked, eager.


    Her mouth tightened, and I knew she hadn’t. “The binding is rooted very deeply in you, and the magic has spread to touch your mind, not just your body. I need time to consider how best to sever the spell without harming you.”


    “Gods all damn it.” I jumped up, unable to sit still. I wanted to insist Lena try anyway to break the spell, that I didn’t care if she hurt me, but I knew how well that’d go over. “Even if you can’t yet get rid of the spell, is there any way you can keep demons from spying through it?”


    Lena said, “I’m willing to try casting a block, although I know too little of the binding to be certain such a spell can shield you. But I need Teo’s help.”


    Teo tensed. “In what way? I told you last night that I won’t do any spellwork.”


    My frustration boiled over. His pain over his lovers I could understand, but his mulish refusal to use his talent made me want to throttle him. “If Lena needs you to cast, you’d damn well better. I don’t care what reasons you’ve got for pretending you’re not a mage. The demons killed Veddis. You want them to keep hold of Kiran, is that it? You want them to win?”


    Teo shook his head, looking more haggard than ever. “I vowed never again to cast. I held to that oath though it cost Veddis his life. If I break it now, I betray him utterly.”


    “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” I growled at him. “Veddis is dead. How can you possibly betray him more?”


    “You have no right to question my decisions.” Teo’s glare could’ve melted an entire rack of pitons. “I know what choices you’ve made to keep your oath to Melly’s father. The lies you’ve told, the friends you’ve betrayed, the lives you’ve endangered. When you fought Vidai, Kiran believed you would let all of Ninavel burn rather than break your promise to keep Melly safe. It’s why he killed Stevannes.”


    I felt as if he’d whacked me across the head with a hammer. He was right, damn him, which only made me more angry. Melly was looking between us, wide-eyed and dismayed. I opened my mouth to respond with something truly vicious.


    “Enough.” From the gimlet look in Lena’s eye, she was ready to start casting on me and Teo both if we didn’t shut up. “Dev, I know you’re upset about Kiran. But for the twin gods’ sake, stop jumping into an argument before I even have the chance to finish an explanation.”


    I’d never been good at ruling my tongue. I set my jaw and jerked my head in a nod, the closest I could manage to an apology.


    Lena turned to Teo. “I understand how difficult it is to break an oath that is the foundation of your life. I would not ask it of you. I only ask that you use your mage-sight to monitor the rhythms of Dev’s body while I weave a block, and warn me if you feel the least faltering in them. Can you do this?”


    Teo nodded, though his tension didn’t fade. Neither did mine. I wanted to rip out his tongue for dragging up my past decisions in front of Melly. I never wanted her to know the depth of shit I’d been willing to crawl through to keep her safe.


    Cara gripped the back of my neck and gave me a little shake, murmuring, “Be civil. You were a walking disaster after Jylla left you; just think how much worse Teo’s got it. Don’t worry about Melly. I’ll talk to her.”


    She strode over to crouch at the cliff’s edge. “Melly, Janek. Come help me keep watch.” Melly and Janek shuffled over to join her, stealing anxious little glances back at me.


    I eyed Teo. All right, with one lover dead, another hating him, and a third happy to wallow in betrayal and murder, I could see how he might cling to the last shred of the life he’d wanted to build.


    “Let’s get this done. I—ow!” I grabbed at my chest. Felt like someone had sunk a grappling hook between my ribs and was hauling on the line.


    “Dev? What’s wrong?” Lena and Teo both scrambled for me. Their evident worry only doubled mine, but I couldn’t get breath enough to speak. The hook in my chest yanked, hard.


    The air before me shimmered and Kiran appeared. His clothes were crusted black with blood, his blue eyes shocked wide.


    “Kiran!” I grabbed for him in startled instinct. He was solid and real under my hands, though he was shivering like he’d come straight from some glacial cirque. Everyone crowded around, exclaiming in surprise, but he didn’t seem to notice. His gaze was fixed on me as if he couldn’t see anything else.


    “You were the anchor. Your binding, of course. The demon can touch you, find you… that’s why it sent me to you…” His eyes rolled up and his legs gave way.


    I caught him before I could think that might not be a good idea. I froze, fearing to have the life sucked out of me—but Kiran only hung limp and unconscious in my arms. A babble of worried questions surrounded us, everyone talking over each other.


    “Quiet, all of you!” I eased Kiran onto the stone. Lena and Teo shoved me aside, reaching for Kiran. I backed to give them room. Kiran was so sickly pale I wasn’t sure if he had any blood left in him or if it was all on his clothes. Yet he couldn’t be that badly hurt, or I’d be dead already. He couldn’t take my life knowingly, but blind instinct was a different story. That fun little loophole in Ruslan’s vow—


    Ruslan. Oh fuck. “Does Kiran have his amulet?” If he didn’t, we were screwed.


    “He’s wearing it.” Lena peeled aside the crusted rag of his shirt to show gem-studded silver. “His barriers are in place. Best I can tell, he’s protected from Ruslan. He doesn’t have any physical injuries, but his soulfire is very weak. Also…different.”


    Not in a good way, if her frown was any guide. She looked at Teo. “Is this change the result of your cure?”


    Teo shook his head, equally concerned. “This is new. Yet I don’t sense any dangerous imbalance.”


    Lena said slowly, “He said a demon sent him here. One tale I read in the archives spoke of the demons living in a land that is poison to mortals. Mages taken there might last mere moments; the untalented longer, though they too would sicken and die if taken too often.”


    I remembered Vidai’s sunken cheeks and fever-bright eyes. “If Kiran’s sick, can’t you fix him?” Alathians had no qualms about casting healing magic, thank Khalmet.


    Lena said, “I can strengthen his soulfire. Perhaps that will allow him to wake.” She put her hands on Kiran’s temples and took up a slow, near-silent chant.


    Cara had hold of the kids, keeping them safely distant. She called to me, “Dev, are you all right? Right before Kiran showed up, you yelled like you were hurt.”


    The reminder of that hook in my chest was no good thought. “Kiran said something about the demon using my binding. Think I felt it, too. Not pain exactly, more like a hard pull. I don’t feel anything now, but…” I turned to Teo. “Can you tell if a demon’s spying through me?”


    He touched my brow. His fingers were surprisingly gentle, given all the yelling we’d done at each other. “I sense nothing different in the spell binding you, but that means little. Perhaps Lena has the skill to see more. At least I sense no injury.”


    That was small comfort. But my biggest worry was for Kiran; it was a huge relief when he sighed and stirred under Lena’s hands, his eyes fluttering open.


    “Lena? You…how…?” He looked so pole-axed I couldn’t stop a cracked chuckle.


    “Yeah, that’s just how I felt when she showed up. Don’t worry, you’re not dreaming.” I helped Lena sit him up. “You’ve no idea how glad we are to see you. When that demon took you, I thought—fuck, it doesn’t matter.” He didn’t need to know how close I’d come to despair. “Just tell us what happened.”


    Lena broke in. “First, I must know: are we in any immediate danger?”


    Kiran had hold of my wrist like he thought I’d be the one to vanish if he let go. His fingers still felt like icicles, though he wasn’t shivering any longer. “The ssarez-kai can’t reach us here on inert ground. But Dev—Dev’s not safe. While I held blood-right, the ssarez-kai couldn’t touch him through his bond to Ninavel’s confluence, but that’s not true anymore. Lena, you’ve got to break the binding spell.”


    Lena threw me a worried glance. “I know, but I dare not try before I’m certain the severing won’t kill him. I intended to cast a block…”


    “Cast it now,” Kiran said. “I want him safe before I explain what the demon told me.”


    I sure wasn’t going to argue, even if I was dying to know what his talk of blood-right meant. But one thing couldn’t wait. “Does Ruslan know where you are?”


    Kiran said, “The ssarez-kai might tell him. In one sense, that’s an advantage—if he knows I’m at your side, he can’t cast anything against us that might break his vow. But he might insist the ssarez-kai use your binding to take the revenge he can’t. Your body is bound to a source of power so vast that not even Ruslan can touch it directly and live. If the ssarez-kai should force a measure of that power along the channel of your binding—without shielding, you would not survive it.”


    A nice way of saying I’d incinerate into nothing but vapor and ash. My imagination promptly began tormenting me: was that heat I felt deep inside?


    “I thought Ruslan wasn’t the sort who’d waste a chance of advantage. Wouldn’t he rather ask his demon friends to spy through me than burn me to a cinder?”


    “Ordinarily, perhaps. But now…” Kiran gave a jerky little shrug. “He is so angry I can’t be certain what he’ll do.”


    Oh, I believed it. Hell, I broke out into a sweat just thinking about it. I’d hoped grief and fury might blind Ruslan into making mistakes—but not a mistake involving my death, damn it.


    Lena and Kiran moved away and held a low, hurried conversation, presumably about what spell she meant to cast. When they returned, Kiran insisted on observing me right along with Teo, which meant all three of them crowding around and laying hands on me. I felt both nervous and ridiculous, standing like some half-naked temple statue with everyone touching and gawking at me.


    When Lena started chanting, my innards crawled like I’d been invaded by an army of corpse-eater beetles. I locked my hands together so I wouldn’t start clawing at my chest, and prayed to Khalmet for Lena to hurry.


    I’d never been so glad to hear her stop chanting. “There,” she said wearily, and turned to Kiran. “I’ve shielded him as best I can.”


    Kiran didn’t look happy. He said to me, “She couldn’t block the binding entirely. I suspect demons could still find you. Hopefully that’s all they can do.”


    I’d have felt a lot more confident if he hadn’t said “hopefully,” and I didn’t at all like the idea of demons being able to track me. Well, no point in whining about it. I’d just have to treat it like a cornice overhanging an ice gully: a danger I’d have to work around.


    I snatched up my shirt and pulled it on. At least beetles had stopped crawling through my guts. “If everyone’s done with the fondling and chanting, then I want to hear what happened to you.”


    “I thought I would never see any of you again. It’s still hard to believe…” Kiran’s gaze skipped from me to Lena to Cara, and one corner of his mouth lifted in a soft, bemused smile. But the smile died fast when he started his tale, and no wonder. My mind was soon in a whirl, chasing through implications. I might not fully understand his talk of magic and multiple realms, but the part about the demons’ weapon—that, I understood all too well.


    “Khalmet’s bloodsoaked hand,” I said. “The demons’ weapon is what powers Alathia’s wards. If the damn thing’s supposed to be someplace nobody can reach, how did Denarell pull that off?”


    “I don’t know.” Lena frowned down at her rings. “I wish more than ever that I’d had another chance to speak with Marten. The demon’s talk of the weapon drawing on the ‘substance of our realm’…I don’t like the sound of that.”


    Kiran was looking more pole-axed than ever. “Wait, what? Ashkiza’s weapon is in Alathia? How—”


    A crack of thunder blotted out his words, the explosion of sound so loud I ducked in startled reflex.


    As the echoes died, Kiran screamed, “Ruslan, no!”


    Above the distant butte of the Khalat, a second sun blazed, red and vicious. Scarlet gouts of fire arced downward, spreading over an area large enough to include all of Prosul Akheba. Smoke boiled up black where the fire touched, except at the top of the Khalat, where the fire was repelled by flickering columns of green and yellow lightning. Defensive wards, struggling to protect the citadel from the onslaught. Zadikah had destroyed the outer wall wards, but individual towers must still have spells in place.


    The sea of tents outside the Khalat would have no such protection. I remembered the blackened rubble of Julisi district after Ruslan had struck at Vidai in Ninavel. Ruslan hadn’t been trying to destroy the district; he’d considered the hundreds crushed and incinerated an inconsequential side effect. That had been terrible enough, but this… Tens of thousands of people lived in Prosul Akheba. To think of all those I’d seen with Zadikah—the nosy oldsters, the young mothers with shy toddlers clutching their legs, the teens slouching on the temple steps, all of them burning, men and women and children screaming in agony, their flesh blackening and bubbling off their bones…


    “Raishal!” Teo’s shriek was so anguished that a cry of my own burst free. Oh gods, I’d assured him she was safe in the city.


    Melly had her arms tight around Janek, both of them staring transfixed at the burning city with their mouths open in horror. Cara was rigid, her face gone ash-gray. Lena had her hands raised, her expression agonized—she must want to cast, but Prosul Akheba was so far away, and Ruslan so strong—


    Kiran grabbed hold of me. His blue eyes were blazing and his mouth drawn in a rictus. “Show me the quickest path back to the sacred pools.”


    It wasn’t the pools he wanted, but the confluence beneath them. He meant to cast. New horror settled over me like drifted snow. Ruslan couldn’t cast anything that’d harm me, oh no. Instead, he was destroying an entire fucking city on the off chance he could drive Kiran out of hiding.


    I shook my head at Kiran, despair and fury choking me. “You set one foot near that confluence, and the ssarez-kai will grab you before you ever get a chance to cast.”


    “I have to try.” Tears streaked his cheeks. He didn’t brush them away; I didn’t think he even knew he was weeping. “If I had let Lizaveta kill me, this wouldn’t be happening. But I chose life. I can’t let an entire city burn because of it.”


    “I know what you feel.” Horrors like this were what Vidai had wanted to end by destroying Ninavel’s confluence. I’d believed the cost of his solution far too high. I’d helped save Ninavel and Ruslan with it, and now a different city was dying because of that choice. “But don’t let guilt make you stupid. Going to that confluence will only help Ruslan, nobody else.”


    “I can’t watch them die!”


    “Kiran, the confluence is too far.” Cara was right at my shoulder, her voice tightly controlled. “You’ll never reach it before Ruslan burns the whole city to ash. Those people need help now. Can’t you do anything from here? I don’t care what danger it brings us.”


    I did care. But faced with the charnel-house horror of the city, that worry felt too selfish to voice. If Kiran could do something to save lives, I couldn’t gainsay him.


    Lena held out her hands to Kiran. “My strength is far less than yours, but I’ll give you all I can.”


    Kiran shook his head wildly. “I can’t take from you. I’d need far more than mere sips of your ikilhia, and Ruslan bound me not to harm you.” He flung his hands wide, indicating the barren stone of the ridgetop. “There’s no life here! Nothing I can use.”


    “Yes, there is.” Teo shoved past Lena to confront Kiran. “Take my life. You’ve no binding stopping you from that.”


    Lena made a strangled noise of protest, but I understood. Didn’t matter how much Teo had railed against magic in the past. Raishal was in Prosul Akheba. If I were in Teo’s place, I’d slit my own throat in a heartbeat if I thought it’d give her the least chance to live.


    Kiran backed away, thrusting his hands behind himself—a gesture that told me just how tempted he was to take Teo’s offer. “Ruslan is casting a channeled spell using the full power of Ninavel’s confluence. Even if I take all your ikilhia, it’s not enough to stop him.”


    Teo lunged at him. “But you could bolster the citadel’s existing wards. Give the scholars and patients in the collegium that much longer to reach shelter in the Khalat’s tunnels before the wards fail.”


    Kiran threw an agonized glance toward the magefire and lightning obscuring the Khalat. “Maybe, but—I’d have to kill you, Teo, I can’t—”


    Teo’s hands clawed into Kiran’s bloodied shirt. “Raishal is in the collegium. Do you think I can live with myself after watching her burn?”


    Kiran let out a shuddering breath and gripped Teo’s wrists.


    Mother of maidens, he was going to cast. I shut my eyes, my stomach twisting into a barbed knot. Teo had saved my life. I couldn’t watch him die. I especially didn’t want to see Kiran’s ecstasy while killing him.


    Or imagine Ruslan’s triumph when he felt Kiran murder a friend.
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    Teo had ripped away the gossamer protections around his ikilhia. Desperate determination blazed from the unguarded flame of his soul, accompanied by a swirl of horror and guilt that matched Kiran’s own.


    Deeper yet was a despair that stabbed Kiran like a poisoned blade. Teo didn’t believe Kiran’s casting had any chance of saving Raishal. He thought her death a certainty, a judgment from his three-fold goddess for his curing of Kiran. He meant to save what other lives he could and fling his soul like a burning ember into Nakoali’s endless night, a cry of rejection and accusation: I will ensure I can never again fall. I will not be the curse upon humankind that you made mages to be.


    Holding Teo’s wrists, Kiran’s certainty was equally bitter. He didn’t want to cast. One thing to take Stevannes’s life in the mountains. He’d barely known the man. But to take the life of someone whose pain he understood, whose joys and terrors he knew…


    The more lives you take, the easier it will become, Lizaveta had assured him in Ninavel.


    He was terrified she spoke truth. That he would prove Teo right about a mage’s nature even as he killed him. But he could not stand by and let the city burn the way he’d watched Veddis die. There was hope for Raishal and everyone in the citadel. Ruslan’s true target was Kiran, not them. If Kiran could hold the wards long enough for them to reach safety—


    Kiran swept aside revulsion and regret. “I will save as many as I can,” he whispered to Teo, and drew upon the shining flame of Teo’s soul.


    Power gushed into him. Fire sparked bright in his blood, the rapture of it terrible. Pressure built on his barriers, a tide begging for release. Kiran hurried to bind energies into a shielding pattern that he might cast onto the Khalat.


    Under the force of Teo’s life pouring into him, the damaged wall surrounding Kiran’s oldest memories juddered. The entire spell-structure fractured.


    With a cry, Kiran thrust Teo away. The flow of power was broken, but he hadn’t acted fast enough. The wall shattered in a soundless explosion of energies. His consciousness fragmented into shards of sensation and emotion.


    He was screaming, fire scouring his soul while the scorpions laughed—


    He was curled up still and small on his bed, his hands over his ears, but still he could hear the drip of Ralia’s blood in the silence—


    He was crying and reaching for his favorite amaya in the child garden, as rough hands dragged him away—


    Kiran fought free like a drowning man gasping for air. Something was wrong with him. He wasn’t a child, he was… he…


    Dark crawling in his eyes—the slumping shadows of beasts—copper-sharp stink on his skin—


    Inside his mind, red mist boiled out of the wall’s wreckage and spread into an intricately patterned net. Shocked into a brief, freezing instant of sanity, Kiran recognized it: a compulsion spell. Ruslan must have woven it into the block when he first walled off Kiran’s memories, as a safeguard meant to be triggered if the block should fail.


    Kiran snatched at the power still burning in his blood and cast a strike against the coalescing spell. But his strike was too hurried, too wild; he failed to sever the pattern. The spell tightened over his ikilhia, binding him fast, even as he slid back toward madness.


    People were shouting at him. Shadowy figures crowded around him. Some looked more real than others. A girl with fire in her remaining amber eye, though her body was a flayed, gore-streaked ruin; a scarred clansman who looked at him in silent sorrow; a uniformed, red-haired man with a great wound in his chest and an air of cold contempt. Kiran ignored them. They didn’t matter. Neither did the pain pooling hot in his head. He knew what he had to do.


    Find Ruslan. Yet all else beyond that imperative was confusion. He didn’t know where he was or where his master might be. He sent a frantic, wordless cry for aid into the aether, but received no answer.


    Your amulet, little brother. A new figure joined the throng around Kiran. His body flickered between that of a boy and a man, but his slanted gray eyes, sandy hair, and flat cheekbones stayed reassuringly familiar regardless of his age. Take the charm off. Then Ruslan will hear you.


    The amulet. Yes; he sensed now the thick, muffling blanket of its spellwork. Kiran lifted the charm off his chest, but the chain was snagged in his hair. Deep in his mind, something prickled like a sleep-numbed limb waking up. The prickling intensified into thorns driving deep—oh, he did not like this, but he had to get the amulet off. Before he could free the chain and remove the charm entirely, a bruising grip caught his wrists.


    “Kiran, stop!”


    The nathahlen who held him was lean and brown with startlingly green eyes. His ikilhia was a dim but familiar spark, his body shot through with jarringly dissonant threads of power. Kiran knew him, though he couldn’t name him. Nor could he obey him. He had to remove the amulet and find Ruslan. If the nathahlen would not release him, he would strike the man down.


    Yet another, deeper imperative seized his soul in bonds of steel, saying in Ruslan’s voice: Cast no spell that would harm this man.


    Kiran tore his wrists free, heedless of pain. The green-eyed man promptly tackled him. Kiran twisted and thrashed and kicked, but his captor was strong, and he had help. A woman joined him, tall and blonde and grimly determined, and Kiran could not cast against her either. Together she and the green-eyed man wrestled Kiran prone and wrenched his arms up behind his back. The man’s knee dug hard into Kiran’s spine, pressing him against stone, and the woman was a weight trapping his legs.


    He had to find Ruslan. He could not surrender. He heaved against their hold.


    The man yelled, “Lena, get in here quick! He’ll break his arms if he keeps this up.”


    Hands touched his temples. A new presence filled his head, cool and clear as a sunlit stream, yet full of dismayed concern for him.


    The sandy-haired youth shouted at him, Fight her, brother! She’ll stop you reaching Ruslan! But the newcomer was another of those he could not touch with magic. Kiran struck instead at the spell pattern bound in his amulet. If he couldn’t remove the charm, maybe he could break its power.


    The newcomer hastily wrapped the amulet in a protective veil of energy that disrupted his attack. Kiran, wait. Please. Let me help you. She flowed through his mind, dispelling specters and shadows, healing raw wounds, coaxing him into reasserting order where there had been chaos and darkness.


    Like fog burning off in the sun, his confusion cleared. He knew now who helped him.


    “Lena,” he croaked, and felt her assent, the blaze of her relief.


    But Ruslan’s compulsion remained. Kiran fought on against Dev and Cara, straining to reach and remove his amulet. This was not like the ssarez-kai’s summoning, a diffuse call possible to ignore through sheer force of will. He could no more refuse to obey Ruslan’s imperative than he could stop the sun rising. The best he could do was channel that obedience into physical effort rather than casting again at his amulet.


    A response flowed from Lena, swift and urgent. Kiran, you have been so long in Ruslan’s shadow that you still see him with the eyes of a child. He is not some invincible, infallible god. The compulsion binding you is old and not tied into your mark-bond. I haven’t the strength left to break it, but you can. You must.


    The depth of her weariness was a dragging undertow. After her effort to repair his mind, her reserves were little more than a nathahlen’s.


    But how could he break Ruslan’s spell? He’d already spent most of the power he’d taken from Teo. Kiran’s muscles cramped with the effort of his struggle to escape Dev and Cara. They too were panting with exertion.


    Dev gasped out, “Melly! Look in Teo’s pack and bring Lena any vials you find.”


    “No drugs,” Kiran protested. Conscious, he retained enough control to stop himself drawing power from Janek or even Teo, who lay sprawled mere feet away. Teo’s ikilhia was the barest of flickers, but he still lived. Nor would Kiran change that. Taking Teo’s life to help Prosul Akheba was far different than taking it to save himself—or worse, stealing it in a haze of drugged confusion so he might break the amulet’s spellwork.


    You are still the Kiran I knew in Tamanath. Lena’s thought was a brief, wistful flash, but behind it, he felt how strongly she had feared that his time at Ruslan’s side had irrevocably changed him.


    She said aloud to Dev, “He’s right, drugs are too great a risk. Can you tie him so he can’t reach his amulet?”


    A quick scrambling of feet on stone, and Melly said, “Here’s the rope.”


    Dev grunted to Cara, “I’ll hold. You tie.” He levered his knee into Kiran’s back and yanked Kiran’s arms higher. Kiran thrashed harder yet when rope touched his wrists, but Dev’s grip didn’t relent, and Cara worked with swift efficiency.


    She bound his wrists and ankles tight. “Melly. Take Janek and stand watch. Keep your eyes searching the desert, hear? No gawping at us.”


    “Got it,” Melly said, crisp as a guardswoman. For a flashing instant, Kiran wondered if all Tainted children were so self-possessed in a crisis. But yes, they must be. Dev didn’t like to speak of his past, but Kiran had heard enough to understand that Tainters who panicked or froze in the face of danger didn’t survive long.


    Dev forced Kiran onto his side. Cara lashed his wrists to his ankles, leaving his back arched in an awkward bow that rendered his struggles futile.


    “Don’t take your hands from me,” Kiran begged them. While Dev and Cara were so close, he could not cast any spells that might hurt them. “If you let go of me, I might—might set my bonds on fire or melt the amulet…” He didn’t think he could stop himself, especially now he knew mere physical effort was certain to fail.


    Dev leaned on Kiran’s shoulder and hip, pinning him to the stone. “You’re not going anywhere.” To Lena, he said far more sharply, “Tell me you’ve got a plan, here.”


    Lena’s hand settled cool on Kiran’s cheek. Kiran. If drugs are too dangerous, you must help me find another way to preserve you from Ruslan.


    He was trying to think, hard as it was with Ruslan’s imperative clanging in his head. “The city. Is Ruslan still—still casting?” He couldn’t see southward, and the aether roiled with unsettled echoes.


    Dev said, “The magefire vanished right after you pushed Teo away. All we see now is smoke.”


    Ruslan knew, then. He’d stopped the attack on Prosul Akheba because he’d felt Kiran’s first, failed strike against his compulsion spell. With cold clarity, Kiran understood: triggering the compulsion had been Ruslan’s plan, all the way from when he’d handed Kiran to Marten in the mountains. He had indeed wanted Kiran to seek his childhood memories. Every attempt Kiran had made to get through the block had brought him closer to this moment. When Ruslan had searched Kiran’s memories after Lizaveta’s death, he must have seen how close the block was to failure. He’d forced Kiran into casting, knowing the block would shatter under the strain. Now Ruslan waited, attentive and patient as a hunting spider, ready to strike at Kiran the instant the mark-bond opened.


    But Ruslan hadn’t known Lena was here to aid him. She was right; he wasn’t infallible. Ruslan had tailored the spell to Kiran’s childhood self, not the adult he had become. There might be spots where the pattern was ill-fitting, weaknesses he could exploit.


    Mikail had once told him, You always want to hammer your way past a spell. Think it through first, little brother. Sometimes pincers are more effective than a battering ram.


    Alone, neither he nor Lena had enough power to break the spell. But if they worked in perfect concert as he and Mikail had been trained to do—if they found a flaw in the pattern, and struck in simultaneous precision, Lena from outside the spell, he from within—there might be hope. If Lena was willing to try despite her exhaustion.


    I am willing. Yet Lena’s agreement was flavored with doubt. She’d never been trained to merge minds so deeply as he and Mikail; nor had Kiran any experience with her style of casting.


    “Need—need blood contact,” Kiran panted out.


    Lena said, “Give me a knife. Dev, hold him still.”


    “Believe me, I’m trying.” Dev forced Kiran’s head onto the stone and leaned his weight on Kiran’s shoulder.


    A blade traced a shaky, stinging line over Kiran’s exposed collarbone. A hand closed over the cut, and Lena’s presence sharpened in his head. Every detail of the ordered layers of barriers protecting her innermost self sprang into brilliant, painful clarity—as did the ugly scar where he’d burned a gap into her memories.


    They both cringed back from that thought. But Lena reached for him again. Come, Kiran. Show me what we must do.


    Achieving any kind of unity proved as challenging as learning to cast all over again. Lena kept wanting to braid their thoughts together with strange songs too complex and unfamiliar for Kiran to follow. When he tried to simply slide into her mind the way he’d learned to do with Mikail, she couldn’t control her instinctive recoil.


    Yet she was as determined as he. One by one, she let down her inner walls, even as he held himself open, letting her be the one to press deeper. It wasn’t easy. Shame stung him as it never had with Mikail; there was so much he didn’t want her to see. But Ruslan had taught him well in the art of surrender.


    Sinking into his mind, she was no less uncomfortable. She too had much she would have preferred to keep private. That he was so beautiful it stole her breath, yet she could no longer look at him without seeing him plunging a knife into Stevan’s heart. That she was envious of the friendship he shared with Dev, because she had forever severed her own deep-held bonds of friendship in leaving Alathia. Everyone she cared for would believe her a traitor, all but Marten, whom she’d left to face imprisonment and execution without even trying to fight for him. She would never see him again, and if she ever returned to the home she so loved, she too would be condemned as an oathbreaker. She was determined to defeat Ruslan and demons alike, but all she saw for herself beyond that defeat was shadows and ashes.


    Kiran’s heart ached for her, even as she mourned Ruslan’s abuse of his love and trust. Out of shared sympathy and sorrow, they achieved a precarious union. A clumsy, uncertain merging compared to what Kiran experienced with Mikail, but it would have to suffice.


    Together they searched Ruslan’s spell for flaws, melding Kiran’s experience in bindings with Lena’s ordered precision. There. A spot where the pattern was thin and warped, mismatched to Kiran’s adult ikilhia. They readied a blow: dual needles of power, slender but sharp, that would pierce the spell from without and within to disrupt its pattern.


    Now. They stabbed as one.


    The pattern of the spell wavered, a gap appearing. Kiran’s unity with Lena dissolved as he threw all his effort into tearing the gap wider. The spell pattern blurred into a chaotic swirl of energies that Kiran greedily sucked back into his ikilhia.


    He was free. He slumped under Dev’s hands, his muscles quivering with exhaustion and release. “Thank you,” he whispered to Lena.


    She brushed her fingers over his cheek in gentle acknowledgment and said to Dev and Cara, “You can untie him now.”


    “Thank Khalmet.” Cara promptly set to work on his bonds. Dev was silent. When Cara freed Kiran from the rope, Dev shifted his grip to Kiran’s arms and pulled him up to sitting, but he didn’t let go. Kiran didn’t blame him for his wariness.


    “I was caught in a compulsion spell, but we broke it. I’m all right now.” Except that his head throbbed, his barriers felt weak as a child’s, and the heart of his memories was a blasted wreckage. At least he’d stopped the attack on the city, even if not quite in the manner he’d intended. Maybe the lives he’d saved would include Raishal’s, though Kiran was afraid to hope for that.


    Melly and Janek were still obediently surveying the desert. Lena crawled toward Teo, who lay in a motionless heap. Lena’s ikilhia was so faint Kiran thought it a miracle she was still conscious. Cara hurried to slide a supportive shoulder under Lena’s arm and help her over to Teo.


    Kiran tugged against Dev’s hold, wanting to join them, but Dev didn’t release him.


    “When Ruslan realizes his compulsion didn’t work, will he strike the city again?”


    “No,” Kiran said. “Renewing the attack wouldn’t gain him anything. I think it more likely he’ll try to break my amulet’s protection.”


    Dev didn’t look relieved. “How long before he succeeds? I’m guessing we won’t have the luxury of days like we did our first time through the Whitefires, seeing as he’s a hell of a lot more motivated now.”


    “I need to reach a source of ikilhia. Plants, animals…something.” Just not Teo. Kiran glanced at him, lying so still and silent under Lena’s hands, and ripped his gaze away. “Then I’ll cast to lay defenses. I know what chink in the amulet’s protection allowed Ruslan to see through my eyes last time. I’ve long since considered how to close off the flaw.” During endless nights in Teo’s house watching over a desperately ill Dev, Kiran had planned out the steps he would take if forced to reveal himself.


    Back then, he’d thought in terms of buying himself time and leverage to bargain. Now he meant to walk a different path. “I can’t hold Ruslan off forever. But I can stop him reaching my mind long enough to give me the time I need.”


    Dev’s worried frown deepened. “For what?”


    Kiran pulled free of Dev’s grip and stood. An ugly black roil of smoke was all that was visible of the devastated city. A promise from Ruslan: I will find you, wherever you hide. And anyone who helps and shelters you will burn.


    Kiran no longer intended to hide. “I’m going to get Ashkiza’s weapon. Not for any demon, but for myself. I’m going to wield it against Ruslan.”


    


    * * *


    


    (Dev)


    


    A trickle of ice slipped down my spine. Kiran’s cold certainty, the arrogant lift of his chin, the banked fire of his eyes—I’d never seen him look so much like Ruslan. I couldn’t help wondering uneasily if Lena had gotten rid of all Ruslan’s spellwork.


    She and Cara lifted their heads from Teo to stare at Kiran. Lena looked so exhausted I couldn’t guess her thoughts. Cara caught my eye, a sharp, worried line between her brows. She saw what I did.


    Lena spoke first, in an exhausted near-whisper. “Kiran. We don’t know how this weapon works or what might happen to Alathia’s wards if you take it.”


    Trust an Alathian’s first concern to be their precious wards. I had a host of more practical worries. “Not to mention how to find the cursed thing in the first place, or whether it’ll even do anything to Ruslan. What if it only works against demons?”


    Kiran said, “The scarred demon said the weapon lets its wielder control the currents of their realm. Ruslan’s oaths bind him to Ninavel’s confluence in a way he can’t break or block, and the confluence is as much a part of the demon realm as this one. I’ll use the weapon to force enough confluence power into Ruslan it’ll destroy him utterly—much as I feared he might ask the ssarez-kai to do to you.”


    I said, watching Kiran intently, “I thought you wanted to stay the hell away from the scarred demon so it couldn’t force you into a new kin-bond. Now you’re saying you’ll take the demon’s deal and then double-cross it?” A Ruslan strategy if I’d ever heard one.


    Cara muttered something to Lena, who shook her head. She too was frowning now.


    “I’ve no intention of going anywhere near the demon,” Kiran said. “It’s not the only possible source of information on the weapon. I’m going to the veiled temple. Zadikah told me it lies in those rocks.” He pointed westward, where a distant snaking slot of a canyon disappeared into a forest of stone needles that were just as red and fanglike as Bayyan had described.


    “That looks like the Demon’s Maw, all right,” I said. “But I thought you told us Ruslan destroyed the temple.”


    “He sent fire scouring its halls, yes, and the backlash from the confluence’s disruption would have destroyed everything magical in nature. But the bone mage kept notes on everything she did, and she stored her journals in a vault hollowed out of inert rock. I saw the vault once, when I was brought to her workroom. She didn’t protect it with spells. I think she specifically designed the vault to be dead of magic so demons wouldn’t notice it or venture within. I’m certain she planned to cheat the ssarez-kai out of Ashkiza’s weapon and use it for her own purposes. The vault must have held knowledge she wished to hide from them.”


    Cara said, “Even if the bone mage’s stash survived the initial fire, how do you know Ruslan didn’t empty the vault later?”


    “He wouldn’t have bothered to search the temple afterward. He’d already taken what he wanted.” On the last words, Kiran’s fierce assurance cracked a fraction. The pain darkening his eyes reassured me some, because it was so familiar. “Even if he returned to the temple after learning demons were real, it would never occur to Ruslan that a mage might stoop to crude physical measures to protect valuable information.”


    Lena said, “If you’re right, more knowledge of demons and their weapon would certainly be helpful.”


    Cara lifted her brows at me in silent question. Do you buy this?


    I tilted a hand, unsure. Maybe I was jumping at shadows, but Kiran’s newfound determination had me nervous. It wasn’t like he couldn’t be stubborn—Khalmet knew I’d seen him fix on an idea before—but after watching him nearly rip his amulet off, I was more than a little twitchy about which ideas were truly his. What if Ruslan had primed him to run straight into another trap?


    Cara slid away from Lena and dug her spyglass out of her pack. “I’ll take a look at the Demon’s Maw and the route to reach it.” As she passed me, spyglass in hand, she muttered, “Push him on this temple plan.”


    Oh, I intended to. Even if my worry over Kiran proved to be unfounded, I wasn’t too fond of this idea of finding the temple. Every hour we wasted in searching would give Ruslan more time to cast.


    “I’ve got a better idea,” I announced. “Summon your scarred friend. Tell him you’ll take his deal and get Ashkiza’s weapon, but first he’s got to kill Mikail.” Partnerless, Ruslan couldn’t cast channeled magic. No more spells powerful enough to destroy cities. Or translocating to set an ambush.


    “I already tried asking the demon to kill,” Kiran said. “It wouldn’t—”


    “The demon wouldn’t kill Ruslan. But you didn’t ask about Mikail, did you?”


    “Ruslan wouldn’t be so foolish as to leave Mikail unprotected, especially after Lizaveta’s death.” But Kiran’s gaze slid away from mine and his shoulders gained a defensive hunch. A reaction I’d seen plenty of times when he wanted to hide a deeper truth.


    “You need to wake the fuck up, Kiran. Mikail’s not your friend. He’s not some protective big brother. He’s as much a monster as Ruslan. You doubt me, you take a good long look at what’s left of Prosul Akheba.”


    Kiran’s jaw set in a taut line. “Do you think Mikail could have refused anything Ruslan ordered him to do? You know how the mark-bond works.”


    Either Ruslan really was influencing him, or he’d succumbed to an attack of total idiocy. Sadly, I couldn’t rule out the latter. “Mikail wouldn’t have refused, and you know it.”


    Kiran spat out, “I didn’t refuse when Ruslan asked me to help him cast against Vidai, though Julisi district was destroyed because of it. If Mikail is a monster, so am I.”


    I was leaning more toward “idiot” with every word out of his mouth. “Mikail is a monster because he’s not sorry. He doesn’t give a damn for other people! He doesn’t even care about you, not really—how many times does he have to betray you before you see it? All he wants is an obedient little partner to cast with.”


    “You know nothing of what Mikail feels, or how Ruslan taught him the obedience you scorn.” Kiran’s face was dead white but for a bruise blossoming black over one cheekbone. “You bend over backwards to make excuses for me, even as you worry I’ll turn into Ruslan—don’t deny it, I’ve seen the fear in your eyes! Yet now you ask me to murder his apprentice the way he did Simon’s. I tell you now, I won’t do it. I’ll stop him my way, not his.”


    Lena’s frown had dissolved into painfully obvious relief. I wanted to shake her right along with Kiran. Thousands dead in Prosul Akheba, and she thought Kiran’s stubborn refusal to hurt Mikail was a good thing?


    “You’re right, I worry about you and Ruslan. Like why you won’t do the one thing that’d cripple him. You sure you want to stop him at all, Kiran? Or does he still have his hooks in you, somewhere deep where you’re afraid to look—”


    “You hate Marten because he stops at nothing to achieve a goal, yet you’re just like him!” Kiran’s shout was loud enough to set echoes bouncing.


    Cara lowered her spyglass. “Quiet! Do you want everyone in this cursed desert to know where we are?”


    I choked back my first response, belatedly realizing I hadn’t exactly been whispering either. Melly and Janek had turned to stare at us. Cara pointed a stern finger at her eyes, then the desert, and they whipped back around with guilty speed.


    Kiran was still breathing hard and scowling at me. Maybe I should keep my mouth shut, but I couldn’t let that crack about Marten rest. I eased closer to him and took a breath to point out—viciously but quietly—how I was nothing like Marten, who fucked over his allies as readily as his enemies.


    “Cara, come quick. Clanfolk.” The urgency in Melly’s call hit me like a bucket of glacial meltwater. I dropped flat. Nothing like a figure standing on a ridge to catch a scout’s eye.


    Kiran got down too, more slowly. Lena was already crouched small beside Teo. Cara slid up beside Melly and Janek at the cliff’s edge, her hand cupped around the end of her spyglass to shield it from glinting. I crawled over to join her and found I didn’t need a spyglass to see the pack of figures loping out of the rocks that hid the sacred pools. The black-daggers were tiny with distance, but it was clear they were going for speed, not stealth—and heading straight for this ridge.


    “Let them come.” Kiran’s grim satisfaction set my nerves shivering all over again. “Didn’t I say I needed a source of ikilhia? Ruslan already knows where I am, so I need not take it by touch.”


    I twisted to scrutinize him. If he was happy to murder clanfolk when he wouldn’t touch Mikail…


    A flicker of exasperation crossed his face. “I won’t kill them. I’ll pull enough of their ikilhia that none of them will wake until we’re long gone. What power I take, I can give to Teo and Lena to help them recover.”


    I couldn’t deny that part sounded good. Lena looked terrible, and Teo hadn’t so much as twitched since she’d laid hands on him. Besides, we might still get something useful out of interrogating Gavila.


    But Lena was shaking her head. “Kiran, you must not drop your barriers to cast. It leaves you too vulnerable. Ruslan may be lying in wait for just such a chance to strike at you.”


    Kiran let out a weary sigh. “That’s true, but nothing I do is without risk now. The longer I wait to reinforce my amulet, the more chance he’ll attack me that way.”


    Without taking her eye from her spyglass, Cara said, “I say we run. Gavila and her kin know we’ve got at least one mage, yet they’re charging straight for us like they don’t care. That bothers the hell out of me.”


    “Not sure running’s an option,” I said, glancing at Teo. We could carry him, but on terrain this rough it’d slow us down so much we’d never escape a pursuit. Nor did Lena appear capable of much magic to aid us.


    Melly said, “I saw a bunch of plants on the ridge’s other side. Can Kiran use them to fix Teo?” Her hands were fisted, her whole body tense. She must be wishing she could use the Taint to fight.


    “Show us where,” I said.


    Past the crest of the ridge, the slope fell away in a steeply concave sweep of rock. Where stone plunged into coppery sand, a thick tangle of firethorn sprawled beneath a trio of gnarled ironwood trees. “Trees” was a generous term, compared to the massive cinnabar pines and graceful aspen of the western Whitefires. The ironwoods were barely man-high, their gray, spiraling trunks twisting more sideways than skyward.


    “Those could be enough to let Teo wake,” Kiran said. “Afterward, we can vanish into that canyon.”


    The lumpy sandstone plain west of our ridge was scored by several winding canyons so tight their depths couldn’t be seen. Kiran was pointing to the dark slot that zigzagged into the Demon’s Maw.


    “Determined, aren’t you?” I muttered.


    “If we’re running, why not run in a useful direction?”


    “Slots don’t make for swift traveling.” But they did make for excellent cover. I considered terrain and distance, judging it against my memory of what the black-daggers had to travel. Could we get into the canyon before they crossed the ridge and spotted us?


    Melly said stoutly, “If you’re worried about Janek keeping up, don’t. He’s good at climbing now.”


    “I don’t doubt it.” His endurance couldn’t match an adult’s, but I’d seen in the first days after leaving Alathia that he was a tough little scrap, despite his short legs. If Kiran could get Teo walking, we had a chance. Especially if we stuck to rock and left no trail. The slot Kiran wanted wasn’t the closest. The clanfolk might not guess which canyon we’d chosen.


    Still, I hesitated. I wasn’t convinced heading to the temple was any kind of wise decision.


    Kiran touched my shoulder. “I’ve trusted your choices even when my instincts warned me otherwise. This time, will you trust mine?”


    Damn him, anyway. How could I refuse that appeal, knowing the depth of faith he’d put in me and the price he’d paid for it?


    “Fine. You head for those ironwoods. We’ll bring Teo and catch up.” I just wished I was sure it was Kiran whose judgment I was trusting.
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    (Dev)


    


    Cara was the one to stagger down the ridge’s steep side with Teo thrown over her shoulder. As the taller of the two of us, carrying him was a bit less awkward for her than for me, but the real reason was that I wanted a word with Lena. I didn’t get it right away. I was too occupied in hauling her and all our packs down the first, steepest section of the descent. Lena leaned heavily on me, her steps dangerously clumsy. Melly and Janek bounded past us, sure-footed as mountain goats, but they slowed when they sighted Kiran and the ironwood trees at the base of the ridge.


    Two trees were already blackened and dead. The third was dying under Kiran’s touch. The ironwood’s gray-green lacework of foliage browned and curled as if caught in invisible flame. Kiran’s head was bowed over the tree’s knotted trunk. The tangled black fall of his hair hid his face, probably deliberately. He knew how unsettling we all found his pleasure in killing things.


    The angle of the rock underfoot finally eased a fraction. I said in Lena’s ear, “You were in Kiran’s head. Are you certain he’s clear of that spell? Or that Ruslan didn’t do something else to him through the mark-bond? He almost had that amulet off before I grabbed him.”


    She took a long time about answering. “Kiran’s mark-bond lies so deep within his soulfire that I can’t see it properly. I know he bears spells that Ruslan cast on him using the bond. Like the binding that stops him violating Ruslan’s vow, or the casting that chained his body to his magic to ensure his healing. But what other spells there may be, or if any are new…” Her shoulder moved against mine in an awkward shrug.


    I muttered a curse. “So we just have to keep an eye on him and hope?”


    “In more ways than one,” Lena said. “You fear spells, but I fear more ordinary influence. For most of his life, Kiran has had only one model of strength. One that includes nothing of compassion or concern for consequences.”


    Below, Kiran took his hand from the tree. Every scrap of vegetation around him was dead. Standing amid the withered, ruined remnants, he looked as if he’d risen straight out of some spine-chilling tale of demonkind. His features were too coldly beautiful, the contrast between his icy skin and night-black hair too stark to be human.


    But then he turned his head and I saw the bruise still dark on one pallid cheek. He hadn’t used even a glimmer of the life he’d taken to heal himself, despite how difficult it was for him to resist his body’s greedy instinct. He was saving all the magic for Teo and Lena.


    That reassured me more than anything Lena could have said. Yet still, a niggling worry remained. Ruslan was as cunning as they came. I couldn’t afford to assume Kiran was fine.


    Lena and I were trailing well behind Cara when she made it down with Teo. She laid him out on the sand, assisted by Melly. No point in trying to hide our tracks yet, with the dead ironwoods a signal the clanfolk couldn’t miss.


    Cara caught Melly’s and Janek’s shoulders and backed them away from Kiran. He knelt at Teo’s side and put a hand on his brow.


    Lena faltered, her attention riveted to the scene below, and breathed a string of indistinct words. If she were Arkennlander, I’d have assumed she was praying, but Alathians thought their twin gods too austere to bother with answering mortal pleas. Maybe she was casting to help Kiran wake Teo, though her rings were so dark I doubted her help would amount to much. I scanned the terrain, trying to prod my tired mind into faster action. If Kiran couldn’t get Teo moving by the simple expedient of returning some of what he’d taken, we’d need a new plan.


    Teo convulsed and rolled away from Kiran with a sharp cry. Kiran made hurried, hushing noises and reached for him.


    Teo’s hands rose to cover his face. He blurted a spill of indistinct words through them, and Kiran recoiled like a man bitten by a viper.


    “I saw in Kiran’s mind the depth of Teo’s despair.” Lena lurched down the rock at such a pace I could barely stop her tumbling head-first. “He won’t be happy he lives.”


    “Then why didn’t we leave him on the ridge?” I muttered. We didn’t have time for Teo’s dramatics. Or Kiran’s, if Teo worked him up.


    Cara was likely thinking much the same thing. She marched over to Teo and hauled him to his feet.


    “Ruslan stopped attacking the city, but now we’re the ones in danger. You promised your help against him, and I’m holding you to it. Quit wallowing and start walking.” She shoved him toward a swell of ochre stone.


    Miracle of Khalmet, Teo didn’t argue. Shoulders slumped, one hand clamped to his head, he staggered westward. Cara sent the kids scrambling after him and strode up the slab to retrieve her pack from me. I sighed in relief at the reduced load—Teo’s pack felt a featherweight in comparison. As Cara helped me hustle Lena down the last stretch of rock, I flashed her a quick, grateful grin.


    “Thank Khalmet you’re here. If I’d had to get Teo moving, it would’ve involved a lot more yelling.”


    Cara cocked a wry eye at me. “I hold out hope that one day you’ll realize jabbing people with insults isn’t the best way to gain cooperation.”


    “Ever the optimist,” Lena said, with a depth of amused warmth that startled me. I’d seen in Cara’s concerned, supportive touches that she and Lena had become friends, but I hadn’t realized the friendship ran that deep. Stupid of me; I knew perfectly well how mountain travel built bonds. Jylla’s prediction came back to haunt me: In the end, she’ll seek someone whole.


    Someone like Lena, maybe, who never lost her sense or her temper. She’d probably never insulted a friend in her life. I could try for a hundred years and never match that kind of calm.


    Damn it, Cara had said she loved me. I should take her at her word and stop panicking over pain that might never happen. Maybe I hadn’t Lena’s even temper, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t be a decent partner. Things a man doesn’t have natural talent for, he can still master, Sethan had told me. Just means he has to work at it.


    Soon as we reached the sand, Kiran approached us, holding out his hand to Lena. “I’ve a little left. Will you let me…?”


    After a brief hesitation, Lena pulled free of me and Cara and took his offered hand. She let out a breath, straightening. Her rings remained dark, but her eyes were no longer dull with exhaustion.


    “Thank you.” She started after Teo, her stride far steadier than it had been.


    I clapped Kiran on the shoulder in wordless approval and followed. Cara jogged ahead to take the lead. Melly dropped back to trot beside me with an anxious Janek right on her heels. Both of them kept shooting me worried glances like I was a mule they feared might drop in the traces. Did I look that tired?


    “I can carry that pack,” Melly said.


    Apparently I did. For a heartbeat I even considered her offer. She and Janek near fizzed with nervous energy, fueled by a far better sleep than I’d enjoyed.


    “Hold that thought,” I said. “I’ll need your help in the canyon. No telling how much squeezing and clambering we’ll need to do.” I wanted to groan just thinking about how much work Cara and I would have in getting kids, packs, and exhausted mages through the slot if its depths pinched into a crevice too narrow to easily walk. Up ahead, Teo was slogging after Cara in bristling silence. He’d shrugged off her offered aid, but I didn’t think his pride would last long. Trailing him, Lena looked better off, but only by a hair.


    At my side, Kiran moved so stiffly it was obvious every muscle hurt him. Cara and I had done our best to spare him during our scuffle on the ridge, but he’d fought too hard for us to be gentle. The bruise on his cheek was nothing to the ones braceleting his wrists, or what must pattern his ribs under the crusted mess of his clothes. His eyes were dark and remote in a way I didn’t much like either. Maybe he was just chewing over his guilt about Prosul Akheba.


    I checked the ridge looming like a great red wave behind us. No sign of clanfolk on its bulk. That didn’t much comfort me, remembering Bayyan’s skill at moving unseen. Our goal was likewise impossible to see—one of the desert’s many tricks. Deceptively gentle undulations of stone would block our view of the slot until we reached the rim. From this vantage, the plain we traveled seemed to extend in an unbroken sweep all the way to the foot of the mountains. The Whitefires’ distant summits shimmered ghost-gray against a sky of purest blue, tormenting me with the desire to be climbing cool, high cirques far from demons and clanfolk.


    Janek skittered closer to me, as twitchy as if his boots were full of fire ants. “If the clanfolk catch up, will Kiran stop them before they can hurt us?”


    That roused Kiran out of withdrawn silence. “I won’t let them hurt you. Any of you.”


    “Don’t you dare give Ruslan the least sliver of an opening.” I turned to Janek and said more gently, “Don’t worry. If the black-daggers spot us before we reach the canyon, we’ll set a new plan to fox them.”


    “But if you won’t let Kiran cast to protect us…” Janek’s voice wobbled. “Lena’s rings are black. I’m not stupid, I know what that means. She’s too tired to cast. Melly can’t use the Taint here, and you and Cara haven’t even any charms.”


    “Easy, easy, kid.” Rare to hear him blurt out so many words to an adult at once. He was badly rattled, and no wonder, after all the excitement on the ridge. “Magic’s not everything. Cleverness is what counts most, and we’ve far more of that than the idiots chasing us.” Or so I hoped, even knowing Gavila wouldn’t be so dumb as to charge after us blindly. She had some kind of plan. I wished I could decipher what it was.


    “Believe him, Janek,” Melly said, skirting a crusted patch of sand so she wouldn’t leave prints. “Dev doesn’t need magic, not even against blood mages. You should’ve seen him in Ninavel! He faced down Ruslan and made him stop hurting me, and he wasn’t even the tiniest bit scared.”


    What a lie that was. I’d been terrified. Melly knew it, too. But thanks to her embellishment, Janek was looking at me with wary hope. Even Kiran was smiling at me, an ironic tilt of a grin.


    “It’s true,” he said. “I’d never before seen a nathahlen so brave as to oppose Ruslan, let alone clever enough to force him into backing down. Without that, I might never have realized fighting him was possible.”


    I recognized that as a peace offering: Kiran’s way of saying he regretted our argument on the ridge. I regretted the volume of our yelling, but not what I’d said. I was right about Mikail, damn it. And I still worried we were running straight into a trap.


    I didn’t want to voice that fear in front of Janek, whose eyes hadn’t once left my face. In them, I saw how desperately he wanted to believe I was the hero that Melly painted me. Hell, I wished I was that hero. But it wasn’t courage that kept me fighting to take down a man who could destroy entire cities on a whim. It was sheer terror of what would happen if I failed.


    I sighed. I could at least offer Janek what little comfort I’d given Melly.


    “Janek. I promised Melly I’d keep her safe. The same goes for you.”


    His head bent so all I could see was a cloud of curls. “My cousin promised me that in Prosul Varkevia. He said he’d keep me safe until my father could come for me. Then Vidai took us and killed my cousin and chained me in a cave. And now my father is dead, so he will never come.”


    My heart twisted. He’d learned even younger than Melly that life was cruel. I wanted for him what I wanted for her: the time and safety to learn that it could be sweet, too.


    Melly said, “But your cousin told you that your father had other blood-kin. Your mother might, too. Once we kill Ruslan, we’ll take you back to Prosul Varkevia to find your kin, and you can have a proper family again. Right, Dev?”


    Caught off guard, I hesitated. If Yashad had survived Ruslan’s attack, Janek had family a lot closer than Prosul Varkevia. She might well have survived if she’d been in one of the towers with wards that held. But Pello had kept his son secret from her—maybe just because Pello himself hadn’t wanted to be found, but I suspected his decision ran deeper than that. Besides, I didn’t want to mire Janek in an agony of uncertainty.


    “If you have kin, we’ll find them,” I said.


    Janek’s chin came up, his eyes newly bright. Guilty, I couldn’t meet his gaze. The wistful envy on Melly’s face only made me feel worse. The only family she’d known was one she could never rejoin. I knew exactly how much she missed Red Dal and her fellow Tainters, and how bright and bitterly out of reach her old life must seem.


    Kiran understood that yearning too. Lena’s comment about influence returned to worry me. Was his reluctance over Mikail a warning sign that he might also hesitate with Ruslan? His talk of wielding Ashkiza’s weapon sounded definite enough, but chasing after some moldering vault of books in a ruined temple was far from the fastest way to get hold of it. Hard to believe he could still feel ambivalent after watching Prosul Akheba burn, but then, I’d never quite understood how he could love Ruslan. Ruslan wasn’t like Red Dal, who was always careful to play the kind, merry father-figure with his Tainters. Red Dal had never hurt any of us like Ruslan had Kiran.


    “Don’t get too excited,” I warned Janek. “We’ve still got to kill Ruslan first.” I met and held Kiran’s gaze. “It’s long since time someone sent him screaming into Shaikar’s hells.”


    Kiran’s smile died. “I intend to.”


    “Good,” I said. “But let’s say we find the temple, and this vault you’ve set such hopes on is destroyed or empty. What then?”


    “Then I’ll reconsider bargaining with my ‘scarred friend,’ although I don’t think a demon will be easy to cheat, or that alliance is possible without cost. Does that satisfy you?” Without waiting for an answer, he picked up his pace. His stride was stiff with more than aching muscles.


    Hell. Did he think I didn’t care what price the demon might ask of him? I scrubbed a weary hand over my mouth. Better to hold my tongue for once. I didn’t want another argument.


    I fixed my gaze on Cara, who was leading our straggling crew from one swell of stone to the next with steady confidence, and told myself we’d be fine if we could just reach the slot. But my gut remained sour with the fear that we were heading right where Ruslan wanted us.


    


    * * *


    


    (Kiran)


    


    Walking this fast made bruised muscles howl in protest, but Kiran didn’t slacken his pace. His irritation was more for himself than for Dev. He was certain that avoiding the scarred demon and seeking the temple was the right course. More certain than he’d been of anything since waking in Ninavel with his memories in tatters. So why couldn’t he find the right words to convince Dev?


    Maybe because he didn’t want to admit how deeply he feared the scarred demon. Terrifying as Ruslan was, Kiran knew him. What he wanted, how he thought… But with the demon, all Kiran was sure of was the depth of its cunning. He shivered to remember how it had waited, sly and patient, for Lizaveta to stab him in the cave. Or its final words to him, so unsettling in their confidence: Soon you will beg to take my offer.


    He would do nothing of the kind. If he gave the demon the least chance, it would use him just as ruthlessly as Ruslan would. He had to find his own path to Ashkiza’s weapon, and the temple held the knowledge he needed. He knew it, heart-deep.


    He was rapidly catching up to Teo and Lena. Kiran slowed his stride. He didn’t want to speak to Teo, either. Not after Teo’s vitriol upon returning to consciousness.


    You blight the land and force your poisoned power upon me—for this, I did not give consent! But you don’t care, do you? Arrogant and selfish as your master.


    Kiran had retreated before he could unleash the red wash of outrage that swept him. He knew Teo’s words were born of despair and pain, but he didn’t have the strength to answer calmly. Even if he did, he doubted Teo would listen.


    Maybe Lena was having better luck. She was walking close at Teo’s side, her head bent to his, talking in an earnest murmur too soft for Kiran to distinguish. She must be explaining all that had happened while Teo was unconscious. Telling him with quiet compassion that Raishal and her child might yet live, that he should not surrender to despair.


    Perhaps in Lena, Teo would see what Kiran kept failing to show him: that a mage could be a good person. Someone whose first instinct was to help and not harm, who could not witness pain without attempting to salve it.


    It was terrible to know she couldn’t look at him without seeing a murderer. Yet she continued to treat him with steadfast kindness; he wished he had such strength. Or that he could repay her for her help, but he couldn’t even replace the ikilhia she’d spent in healing his mind. What he’d taken from the plants had been so frustratingly meager. The erratic, subdued glow of Lena’s ikilhia revealed how drained and exhausted she still was.


    His own inner flame was hardly steadier. Kiran’s head throbbed and his eyes were gritty and hot. It felt like years since he’d last slept, but the silent, ceaseless craving of his battered body for healing was a goad that kept weariness at bay. Passing scrubby little cactus or shaggy ironwoods without snatching at their scant ikilhia required a serious effort of will. But he knew better than to leave even a single blackened twig to mark their trail.


    Ahead, Cara stopped short and pumped one fist skyward in victory. The canyon, at last! Heedless of sore muscles, Kiran broke into an awkward jog, dodging past Teo and Lena.


    He staggered to a halt at Cara’s side. The coppery stone underfoot cut off with shocking abruptness. The gorge beyond looked like some vast dagger had been plunged into the plain and dragged along to cleave the sandstone as neatly as if the rock were pudding smoothed by the blade. Where Kiran stood, the canyon was open enough to see the drifted sand and heaped rocks of its bottom. Not far down-canyon, the upper cliffs pinched inward so tightly they hid the confines of the slot. Belatedly, Kiran worried the canyon might narrow to the point it became impassable.


    But the Demon’s Maw looked so tantalizingly close. A few miles travel through the slot, and they would be among the Maw’s red spires. The remnants of the bone mage’s defenses might hide the temple from clanfolk, but spells wouldn’t stop Kiran.


    If he and Lena could penetrate the bone mage’s veiling without breaking it, the spell would hide them from any hunters. Now that was an incentive Dev would understand.


    Kiran turned, intending to say so, but Dev was already in conference with Cara. They leaned over the rim to scrutinize the cliff, discussing the problem of descent. Melly uncoiled Cara’s rope with practiced hands while Janek perched on a boulder like a small, nervous vulture, scanning the desert behind them.


    Cara stepped away from the canyon. “We’ll lower all of you. Dev will be last on the rim; he’ll climb down without a belay. Teo, we’ll start with you—”


    Teo backed away from her. “I’m not going down.”


    “What?” Dev and Cara spoke in sharp chorus.


    “I’m going to the city.” Teo looked at Kiran, his eyes black and obdurate. “You don’t need my help any longer, but Prosul Akheba will be in desperate need of healers to care for the injured. And I must know if—if Raishal—”


    “You can’t leave,” Dev snapped. “The clanfolk will spot you. They’re not going to let you saunter on past to the city.”


    “I’ll tell them you sought to circle back to the sacred pools so Kiran might contact the scarred demon. I’ll say that after I saw Prosul Akheba burn, I refused to help him further. The black-daggers know my beliefs. They’ll have no reason to doubt me—especially since I won’t offer the information freely, but in exchange for news of Zadikah.”


    Lena had indeed talked him into hope, and not just for Raishal. He still loved Zadikah despite his horror at her choices. Kiran knew just how that felt.


    Cara too was looking at Teo with something like sympathy. She put a hand on Dev’s shoulder. “Laying a false trail’s not such a bad idea. Maybe—”


    “No,” Kiran said, the word hard and cold in his mouth. Selfish as your master. “Teo, I still need you. For your scholarly skills, not your healing. I don’t know what language the bone mage’s books might be written in, and I can read only Kennish.” Ruslan had not bothered to teach him and Mikail other languages. He’d said if they wished knowledge of more, designing their own spells of translation and teaching would be an excellent test of their abilities.


    Teo tensed. “You demand my help in seeking a weapon. This, after I saw what disaster resulted from merely curing you! When you strike at your master, how many more will burn?”


    Kiran took firm hold of his temper. “I’m asking your help to prevent death. I need to know how to find and wield Ashkiza’s weapon without harming anyone but Ruslan, and I can’t trust any demon to tell me. My only hope of truth lies in the bone mage’s books, but I have to be able to read them.”


    “If you discover the weapon can’t be safely wielded, will you turn aside?”


    “I…yes. I would find another way.” But Kiran knew his answer had come a beat too late. He could not imagine defeating Ruslan without the demons’ weapon.


    Lena said, “Teo, we do still need you. If the weapon is too destructive to use, you must help me convince Kiran of it.”


    That she could believe he would need convincing cut more deeply than any of Teo’s accusations. But Teo’s obstinate expression had softened into uncertainty; with an effort, Kiran kept silent.


    “We haven’t time to argue.” Dev grabbed the rope and advanced on Teo. “Kiran says he needs you, so you’re coming. Even if I have to drag you.”


    Teo slashed one hand in a frustrated, angry gesture, but he stood still while Dev knotted one end of the rope around his waist and legs to form a rough harness. Cara sat in a shallow depression in the rock, braced her feet against a boulder, and looped the rope around her body in preparation to lower Teo down the cliff. Dev helped her bind strips of oilskin around her palms to protect her skin from being abraded away as she controlled the speed of Teo’s descent.


    Kiran watched Teo pull the rope taut and awkwardly inch backward over the canyon rim at Cara’s direction. He felt little relief at Teo’s capitulation, only weary acceptance. He might need Teo, but he didn’t look forward to enduring more barbed accusations and arguments.


    Dev was surveying the desert. “Can you feel any clanfolk?” he asked Lena.


    “Give me a moment.” Lena took a deep breath. Her ikilhia brightened in Kiran’s mage-sight as she released her outer barriers. With the desert so barren of other life, any humans within miles would stand out to her unfettered senses like stars on a clear night.


    “I sense nothing,” Lena said. “I can’t tell you the clanfolk’s exact location without casting a seeking spell, but they must still be quite far.”


    That cheered Kiran as nothing else had. His plan was working. All they had to do was get down the cliff.


    


    * * *


    


    Kiran untied from the rope and tugged sharply three times to let Dev know he was down. The rope whisked up toward the overhanging rim high above.


    Mere yards away, the cliffs leaned toward each other and the rock-strewn sand of the canyon floor ended in a smooth lip of stone. Beyond was a dark hole like a gaping mouth leading into the depths of the slot. Cara leaned over the hole, scouting the drop. Teo stood apart from her, his arms crossed tight and his jaw set.


    Melly and Janek were peering at the canyon walls, where an astonishing variety of holes honeycombed the stone. Some were pockmarks just big enough to fit a finger, others dark tunnels large enough that Kiran could have squeezed himself inside. Carved figurines of jade or bone or ironwood sat perched in many of the larger pockets. Symbols were scratched and painted on the stone around them.


    “Why’d people leave this stuff here?” Melly asked.


    “Offerings,” Teo said shortly. “To Shaikar and his children.” He pointed to the largest of the symbols, scored deep into the stone beside the mouth of the slot. “This canyon is Shaikar’s Gullet. Zadikah told me tales of it. Like the Maw, it’s said to be the haunt of demons, and only those granted Shaikar’s favor may enter and return alive.”


    Janek stiffened. “Demons live in there?”


    “Not anymore,” Kiran assured him. “Demons can walk only where there is magic, and I feel none here.” Perhaps an earth-current had once followed the course of the canyon, but it must have dwindled or shifted paths when Ruslan burned the confluence beneath the veiled temple. Thinking of the godspeaker saying, Oh, you are favored of Shaikar; of the scarred demon calling him little cousin, Kiran barked a sharp laugh. “Besides, if anyone qualifies as demon-favored, it’s me. We need not fear to travel the canyon.”


    Cara said, “The drop into the slot is short enough a doubled rope can reach the base. Good news; rappelling is faster than lowering, and Dev won’t have to do another downclimb.”


    She sounded more relieved at that prospect than Kiran would have expected. He looked up at the canyon rim. Lena was dangling in midair, sliding smoothly down from the overhang like a spider lowering on a strand of silk.


    The undercut cliff did look a difficult descent. He’d seen Dev manage worse during their recent crossing of the Whitefires, but perhaps not while this tired.


    Kiran said to Cara, “Don’t worry about Dev. I’ll keep an eye on him.”


    Her pale eyes locked with his. She understood what he was promising: If he falls, I’ll save him. Even if it gives Ruslan a chance to strike.


    Dev might have argued with him over that. Cara gave him a slow nod. “When you first showed up as Dev’s apprentice, I thought you didn’t have the grit or heart to make a good outrider, the kind who’d always put his rope-partners first. I was wrong.”


    Surprised warmth kindled in Kiran’s chest. Cara had already turned away. She hurried over to help Lena untie from the rope and pull it down.


    Lena backed to Kiran’s side to dodge the falling coils. High above, Dev eased over the rim, his feet stretching with limber grace for footholds beneath the overhang. No matter how many times Kiran watched Dev climb ropeless, it never failed to make him sweat. Kiran wiped damp palms on his trousers, thinking Don’t fall don’t fall don’t fall…


    Lena touched his shoulder. “If Dev slips, I’ll cast. I’ve enough strength left for a simple lifting spell.”


    He didn’t need to look away from Dev to sense the diminished, exhausted flame of her ikilhia. “Be honest. You could stop his fall, but you’d collapse afterward. We can’t carry you any more easily than we could Teo.”


    “We’re already at the slot,” Lena said. “I’d rather slow our travel than expose you to attack.”


    “A delay in reaching the temple is just as much a risk. I have to find Ashkiza’s weapon before Ruslan can discover another way to reach it. Besides, I can’t avoid casting forever. I still need to bolster my amulet.” The slot was not likely to have any sources of ikilhia he might use to reinforce the amulet’s spellwork, but the temple might be different. The lush courtyard gardens he remembered would have burned away in Ruslan’s fire, but that had been over a decade ago. Vegetation would have had plenty of time to regrow, even if the gardens now held only the hardy native plants of the desert.


    Lena said nothing, her silence a reluctant agreement. Kiran waited, his gaze locked to Dev’s wiry figure inching down the cliff. The others rappelled one by one into the slot, until Kiran stood alone.


    When Dev at last stepped onto the sand, Kiran grinned at him in relief.


    “You see? Not such a bad plan. You even got in a good climb.”


    Dev didn’t return his smile. He shook out his arms, his dark brows drawn tight. “You feel anything on the rim? While I was climbing, I kept thinking I heard someone up there. Faint little skritches like footsteps on stone.”


    “Nothing,” Kiran assured him. “Maybe you heard the others descending into the slot. Lena was the last, only moments ago. We can soon catch up.” Cara had set the rappel by looping the rope through a miniature arch that protruded sideways from the cliff like a jug handle. Doubled strands of rope lay in the sand, disappearing over the lip of stone and into the gloom of the slot. Kiran bent to pick up the rope.


    Dev shouted and knocked him flat. Something dark whizzed over Dev’s shoulder and struck the cliff with a sharp crack. A flare of chill, dissonant magic brushed Kiran’s barriers, and a shard of obsidian landed in the sand mere inches from his face. In his mage-sight, the black stone crawled with livid blue light.


    Kiran scrabbled back from the spelled shard, layering his barriers tight. Fierce cries rang off the canyon walls. Astounded, Kiran gaped upward. He felt no hint of life, but a whole line of heads poked over the rim. One youth—surprisingly plump, for a clansman—leaped off the rim to land in a crouch on a protruding rock a bodylength below. He whipped a sling around in a tight circle, and the glint of silver on one brown wrist caught Kiran’s eye.


    The black-daggers were wearing shield charms. Powerful shield charms, if Lena had not sensed their approach. Kiran could not take their lives without breaking their charms’ protection first. He’d have to lower his barriers and spend his scant strength, leaving himself open to attack.


    This was Ruslan’s doing. It had to be.


    Dev dragged him up. “Get in the slot!”


    Shaken out of shocked paralysis, Kiran snatched up the doubled rope and flung himself into the slot’s yawning mouth. Another spelled missile of obsidian ricocheted off the rock above, narrowly missing Dev, who swarmed down the rope after Kiran.


    Lena shouted up, “What’s happened? I can’t sense anyone but you.” She was the only one waiting below. Cara had chivvied the others deeper into the canyon. The scuffling scrape of boots and bodies sliding over stone reverberated back. It did not sound like progress was easy.


    Kiran’s palms were burning and slick with blood; the haste of his descent had ripped them open. He released the rope to jump the last few feet.


    “The clanfolk have shielding charms.”


    Lena gasped, dismayed; she understood the implications.


    “That’s not all.” Dev thumped into the sand beside him. “That kid with the sling is no clansman. He’s the scholar that Gavila mindburned. But mindburned people don’t leap around on cliffs. Either ssarez-kai or Ruslan did something to him. If the demons gave him power like Vidai—”


    “If the scholar was like Vidai, we’d never have made it to the slot.” Vidai’s demon-borrowed power had been like the Taint, an invisible yet physical force exerted by will alone and impossible for ordinary magic to block. Vidai wouldn’t have bothered flinging spelled rocks at Kiran to force him into casting. He’d have pinned Kiran to the cliff and gutted him with a thought. “But the spells bound in those obsidian shards feel like demon magic.”


    Dev cursed, yanking the rope down with frantic speed. The clanfolk’s cries had died away, but Kiran knew what that meant. They were finding a way down the cliff.


    Lena asked, “The charms—is their shielding physical as well as magical?”


    “I don’t know.” How could she sound so calm? The last of Kiran’s shock was fast giving way to a cold, creeping panic. Without channels and a partner, he was restricted to crude, brute force spells, yet he had only his own ikilhia to spend. The moment he cast, Ruslan would strike at his mind, and Ruslan was so strong. Kiran might manage one spell before Ruslan smashed his defenses, but not more. He looked up the smoothly contoured throat of stone to the blotch of light that marked the slot’s mouth.


    “I could cast to block the canyon. Give the rest of you a chance to escape.”


    “No!” Lena protested. “If Ruslan takes you, he takes all our hope of safety. We have to plan, we can’t cast in haste—”


    “Then move.” Dev scooped up the rope in an awkward armful of coils. “Think while you run.”


    “Run” proved a horribly optimistic term. The slot was so narrow Kiran’s shoulders brushed the rock on both sides, and soon the walls slanted sideways at such an awkward angle he couldn’t move upright. He had to lever off the lower wall with his forearm and hitch his body along in strenuous jerks.


    He barely noticed the increasing protest of his arm muscles. His thoughts chased in frantic, futile circles. He could not cast; Teo would not cast; Lena hadn’t the reserves to manage spells of any strength. They would need an exceedingly clever plan to have any hope of escape. But what? He racked his brains, but he could think of nothing certain to work.


    Scrabbling noises ahead grew louder. Someone was hurrying back toward them.


    “Cara needs the rope!” It was Teo, disheveled and breathless.


    Instead of passing the rope forward, Dev spidered up between the slot walls and scrambled right over Kiran, Lena, and Teo, bracing his feet and forearms against the slot’s sides. The rope was looped in messy coils over his neck and shoulders.


    They all hastened after him. The slot widened enough that Kiran could move more easily, though running was still impossible due to fat chockstones wedged in their path. Kiran squeezed under one massive rock to find Melly, Janek, Teo, and Lena crowded against the slot wall, while Dev and Cara worked with frantic speed to untangle the rope. Beyond, the canyon’s floor dropped away again and the walls belled outward to form a deep, smooth-sided, cylindrical pocket perhaps twenty feet across. But Kiran didn’t see why they needed the rope. The pocket’s floor was only a bodylength below where they stood, although the sand was strangely level and smooth, almost as if it weren’t sand at all, but…


    “Is that water?” The substance looked more like orange soup and smelled like rotting eggs.


    “More or less,” Teo said. In a shaky rush, as if hoping to distract himself from his fear, he added, “Thunderstorms sometimes bring rain violent enough for floods to sweep canyons. The flood subsides quickly, but water remains in pockets like these, shaded from the sun. It soon turns bad, full of mud and minerals and animals that get trapped, unable to climb out.”


    Looking at the pool, Kiran’s stomach sank in dismay. No telling the depth of the water, and the rock above the waterline looked vertical, slick, and absolutely holdless. He wasn’t sure even Dev had the skill to climb out of the pool to the pocket’s far rim, especially if the water was too deep to stand in. Traversing around the pool looked equally impossible on such featureless stone.


    Yet Dev and Cara seemed undaunted. They were speedily tying one end of the rope around both their packs.


    “How do we get across?” Kiran asked.


    “Pack toss,” Cara said, fingers flying with a knot. “Throw the packs over the pool’s far rim, they’re heavy enough to anchor a handline.”


    Now Kiran understood. She’d jump in the pool and haul herself up on the far side using the trailing rope. Once up, she’d help the next person out.


    “But I can’t swim,” Janek said, high and frightened.


    “Cara and Dev know how. The rest of us don’t have to,” Melly assured him, though she too sounded nervous. “All you have to do is jump in and grab the rope.”


    Looking at the fouled water, Kiran grimaced in revulsion. The clanfolk would be able to track them by the stink alone. How many animals had drowned here? In a patch of crusted muck right at the waterline, he thought he saw the gleam of bones.


    Dev and Cara lifted the bound-together packs. They swung the bundle back in preparation to throw it across the pool.


    “Wait!” Kiran snatched at Cara’s arm.


    “What?”


    Those were indeed bones at the waterline. Higher up, just beneath the lip of stone on the pool’s far side, he saw a faint, pale tracery, like a patina of bone in a pattern. Kiran strained through his layered barriers and caught the faintest whiff of magic, one that dragged up memories full of childish terror.


    “The bone mage warded the canyon. No wonder the clanfolk have stories—Lena, you have to look. I can’t sense the spell properly.” He should have known that if veils had survived, so had other, less innocuous defenses.


    Lena’s ikilhia flared bright as she released her barriers. She leaned toward the pattern as if that would help her sense it better. “I know little of bone magic. I can’t read the spell’s purpose, but the threads run down the stone and into the water.”


    Kiran snatched up his belt knife, struck by sudden suspicion. He cut a scrap of bloodied cloth from his shirt and tossed it into the pool.


    The scrap sizzled and dissolved, leaving only a spreading, oily stain.


    “Khalmet’s bloodsoaked hand!” Dev clutched Cara’s arm. “If you’d jumped in…fuck. Lena, can you break the spell?”


    “Don’t break the spell,” Kiran said, excitement rising. “Cast to solidify the air over the pool so we can cross, and then dissolve your spell and leave the pool just as we found it. When the clanfolk follow us—”


    “We’ll find out just how well those charms shield them,” Dev said in vicious satisfaction.


    “You’ll have to cross quickly,” Lena said. “I can’t hold such a bridge long and stay conscious. Afterward, I doubt I can cast again. If there are more such traps—”


    “Temple child!” The shout echoed along the slot, distant but enunciated so sharply the words remained distinct. Kiran froze, listening. The voice was male and human, not silvery and sibilant like a demon’s, and it came from the direction of the slot’s mouth, where the clanfolk must be gathered. But only the ssarez-kai he’d met in the mountains had ever called him “temple child.”


    “You need not run…Your kin-bond is broken, but you are still our creation…I will not harm you. Nor even those traveling with you, if you leave them and come to me.”


    Kiran’s heart beat loud as thunder in his ears. His own shocked realization was mirrored in Dev’s wide eyes.


    “The scholar,” Dev said, in a rough, horrified whisper. “There’s a demon inside him.”


    
      

      [bookmark: _Toc432273039]Chapter Twenty-Two

    


    


    (Dev)


    


    The demon wasn’t waiting around for Kiran to answer. A cacophony of sliding and scraping noises announced the black-daggers were climbing down into the slot.


    I gripped Lena’s shoulder. “Bridge the pool!”


    Lena spread her ringed hands and sang, low and rhythmic. Kiran’s fingers flexed like he was dying to help her, his expression one of agonized impatience. I knew the feeling. Alathian magic was so damn slow!


    Cara was ripping our packs free of their knotted harness. I snatched up the rest of the rope and coiled it as fast as my hands could move. I kept seeing the scholar-boy’s empty white eyes, hearing the sly confidence in the words echoing down the slot. If not for Melly and Lena, that could have been me chasing after Kiran, my mind burned away so a demon could burrow inside me like a worm in a thornapple.


    The very thought made my stomach heave. Beside me, Janek was clinging to Melly’s arm and breathing in frightened whimpers. Instead of comforting him, Melly stood rigid, her forehead scrunched in ferocious concentration. She must be trying with all her might to raise even a glimmer of the Taint. It was Teo who knelt and took Janek’s shoulders, speaking in swift reassurance.


    The air over the pool wavered like heat rising off an alkali flat. A thin strip of mist condensed, stretching from the lip of rock beneath our feet to the far side of the pool. Streamers of gauzy white curled off the strip’s edges.


    That mist didn’t look firm enough to hold us. I shot a questioning glance at Kiran, who shook his head. “Not yet. She’s still anchoring the pattern.”


    Whatever the hell that meant. I bit back a plea for Lena to hurry. It wasn’t like she was working slowly on purpose.


    Melly said, “I still can’t feel the Taint at all! Does that mean the demon can’t use it either?”


    “Maybe not the Taint, but demons can cast spells. We can’t count on the pool slowing it down.” I settled Teo’s pack on my back and the coiled rope over my shoulder, ready to run. The scraping noises of the black-daggers’ approach were fast getting louder, but the misty strip over the pool still looked like we’d plunge right through it. Fuck! If the demon caught up before we could cross, I didn’t see how we could escape without Kiran casting.


    Kiran said, “If the demon bound itself into an untalented man’s flesh, maybe it can’t cast, limited by what it inhabits. If we—Dev, the spell’s ready, go!”


    The bridge still looked awfully misty, but I swallowed fear and stepped onto the strip of white. My feet sank into the mist, like walking on spongy moss, but the bridge held me. I ran for the rock of the far rim, calling for the others to follow. Beyond the lip of rock was a short drop onto dry sand. Past that, the canyon twisted sharply left, blocking my sightline.


    Teo was first to join me. “Let me lead. I’ll watch for bones and patterns and cry warning if I sense any magic.”


    “Go,” I said, grateful. That would let me bring up the rear and put myself between the demon and everyone else. Not that I had any idea yet on how to stop a demon, but I meant to give the others the best chance I could.


    Teo disappeared around the bend. Melly darted over the bridge, so quick and light on her feet she hardly seemed to touch the mist. Cara was next, shoving a glassy-eyed Janek ahead of her. I hoped he didn’t freeze up entirely. He’d never said much of his time as Vidai’s prisoner, but now I had the nasty feeling he’d seen far more than I thought. Vidai’s demon had killed Tainted children to give Vidai his power. Janek’s father Pello had said, I saw a room of bones, so small and white…


    I caught Janek’s chin in my hand and made him look at me. “Keep moving, and you’ll be fine. Just stay behind Teo. Understand?”


    “Yes,” he said, a tiny whisper of a word. Cara helped him down the drop. Once on the sand, Melly caught his hand and urged him into a run. I tossed the coiled rope to Cara, and she fixed me with one of her fiercest stares.


    “Don’t do anything stupid.” Then she was gone, swift as a sparhawk arrowing through the gloom.


    “A little late for that,” I muttered, and yelled to Kiran, “Hurry up!”


    He had Lena’s hands tight in his. He backed across the bridge, drawing her with him. She kept singing, her eyes unfocused. I waited, jittering from foot to foot. The clanfolk sounded so close.


    Lena stepped onto rock. Kiran said, “Let go.”


    She stopped singing and sagged against him. The mist shivered and bled away into nothingness. Kiran put a bloody palm to a scrape on Lena’s cheek, and she jerked as if he’d touched her with a branding iron.


    “Kiran, no!”


    “You need it.” Now he was the one swaying on his feet. He’d given her some of his own life.


    “Come on, get moving!” Suliyya grant neither of them was so drained they’d collapse. To my relief, they proved able to walk, though I had to help Kiran negotiate the drop. After, I slid a steadying arm around his back and hustled him onward.


    The slot zigzagged back and forth and back again. The walls closed in so narrow I had to yank off my pack and turn sideways, pushing Kiran forward even as Lena pulled at him from ahead. All the while, I was straining for the least sound behind us. I had to know what happened when the demon reached the pool. If Kiran was right and it couldn’t sense or cast magic while lurking in its human shell, we might have a chance. Might.


    The rock belled out, the base of the cliffs rounding into deep, oddly polished undercuts. High overhead, the slot walls closed back toward each other, leaving a gap barely wide enough for a man to fit. It was as if we hurried along a mining tunnel sized for giants, with a roof split by a sinuous crack. The light filtering down from the slot’s upper reaches was muted and gray, leaving the tunnel in ominous twilight. Cara and the kids were flitting shadows ahead. They darted around a massive egg of a boulder sitting smack in the canyon’s course.


    A muffled splash behind us, and a terrible, agonized shrieking assaulted my ears.


    Stumbling at my side, Kiran flinched, his hands coming up to block his ears. Lena threw an arm hard over her mouth. I felt queasy myself, imagining the spelled water eating away flesh, blood bubbling and sizzling into a meaty froth. Yet nightmarish as the shrieks were, they brought new hope.


    “Maybe that’s the demon,” I said, praying it was true.


    “Maybe,” Kiran said, but I could tell he didn’t believe it. Still, if the clanfolk couldn’t cross the pool, they’d have to climb back out the slot’s mouth and seek another route.


    The shrieking died off into echoing silence. Just when I was really starting to hope, faint words ricocheted from behind us.


    “Clever, child. But you are not the only one who recalls the temple’s secrets.” More splashing and scraping, this time without any shrieks. The black-daggers were crossing the pool.


    “Shit! That viper must have magic after all.” So much for hope.


    “Maybe not,” Kiran said. “The bone mage would have designed the canyon’s wards so her untalented servants could pass them. No telling what the release key is—a trigger word, a pattern of touches, a spelled token—but the ssarez-kai clearly know it. Yet I don’t think the demon knows the spells’ locations or can sense the magic.”


    “That’s why it brought along the clanfolk?” Horror and revulsion thickened Lena’s voice. “So it can send them along first to spring any lurking traps?”


    “Dev!” Cara’s call echoed down the tunnel. “Another spell.”


    I pulled Kiran into a stumbling run. Once past the egg-shaped boulder, the tunnel’s undercut walls lost their smoothness, wrinkling up into folds and lacy, protruding fins. Teo was kneeling at the base of one striated bulge. Cara and the kids stood well back from him. Melly had her arms wrapped around Janek, whose round face gleamed wet with tears, though he made no sound.


    As we neared them, Kiran jerked away from me and stopped dead.


    “What?” I demanded.


    He shook his head. “Safer if I stay back.”


    My first thought was that he was worried about triggering a trap. But looking at his white, taut face, I realized the truth. It was contact with Teo and Janek he feared. What he’d given to Lena had left his body starving for power, and there was no binding stopping him from ripping away Teo and Janek’s lives if he touched them. But if his control was that shaky…fuck, this got worse by the moment.


    “Where’s the spell?” I asked Teo. Between the neverending twilight and the natural variation of the rock, I couldn’t make out anything on the cliff.


    “On both walls and beneath the sand.” Teo swept a finger in a wide arc from one cliff to the other.


    “Like a warded gate,” Lena said. “If we cross through, the spell will trigger.”


    “And do what?” Maybe we could use it like we had the pool.


    Lena hovered her fingertips just off the rock. “Far more power is bound here than at the pool. It sinks deep through stone, down and away to…” Her brows shot high in surprise. “A river within the rock? I sense water flowing somewhere dark and silent.”


    That must be the “vanished river” Bayyan had told me about, wending its way underground from the Maw to the Khalat. “So the spell turns the river to acid?” Bad news for Prosul Akheba, maybe, but I didn’t see how it’d stop intruders from reaching the temple.


    “No,” Lena said. “I think it would block the river. Force it to find a new path. But where, and why—that, I can’t read.”


    “The holes in the canyon walls before the slot.” Teo sprang up, his eyes gone wide. “Some of the symbols beside them warned of Shaikar’s vengeance. The spell will force the river out those holes and flood the slot like a storm would, only worse.”


    I exchanged a dismayed glance with Cara. I’d never heard of an outrider who’d gotten caught by a storm flood in a slot and lived to tell the tale. Water funneled through a channel so narrow soon took on the speed and force of an avalanche. Anyone caught by the flow would be slammed into rock, thrown over drops, likely battered to death before they could even drown.


    “Can Lena break the spell?” Melly was trying hard to sound calm, but I saw how tightly she was clutching Janek. Gods, but I wished both of them were far from here.


    Lena shut her eyes. “It’s too strong. I’m sorry.”


    Kiran said, strained and thin, “Then I have to cast. It’s that or bargain with the demon, and I don’t trust that it won’t harm you.”


    “No!” Just because I’d never heard of anybody surviving a flood in a slot didn’t mean it wasn’t possible. We couldn’t outrun the water, but could we outclimb it?


    “Cara.” I pointed where the cliffs drew together overhead. The gap was so narrow that even short-legged Janek might be able to stay safely braced inside, high above the canyon floor.


    Cara grasped my thought instantly. “Could work, if we can find a spot to anchor a hauling belay.” She turned to Lena. “You said the river’s deep down in the rock. How long after the spell triggers before the water reaches us?”


    “I think the spell propels the water as well as diverts it,” Lena said. “I wouldn’t count on having much time once it’s triggered. Moments only before the slot floods.”


    Cara cursed, but I straightened, seeing a chain of actions and consequences in a glorious, searing flash, like spotting a route up an insanely difficult peak.


    “That’s perfect,” I said, and laughed, bright and savage, even as I reached for the rope.


    “You have a plan?” Kiran asked.


    “You bet I do.” I grinned wide at him. “I’ll need your help, though.”


    Hope sparked in Kiran’s eyes. “Tell me what I must do.”


    


    * * *


    


    (Kiran)


    


    Kiran stood just shy of the pale tracery of the bone mage’s spell. He was alone; Dev and the others were out of sight above him, wriggling and stemming as high as they could get in the slender gap between the slot’s upper cliffs.


    His solitude would not last long. The scraping, shuffling sound of the clanfolk’s progress grew ever louder. Soon they would emerge from the narrows into the tunnel section of the slot.


    Kiran kicked more concealing sand over the slack coils of rope lying beside him. One end of the rope was bound around his waist in multiple winds so tight it restricted his breathing. The other end snaked up from the coils in the sand to disappear in the crack overhead. The hanging length of line was shadowed by a bulge of rock; it’d be difficult to spot from a distance. Assuming he could keep clanfolk and demon at a distance—but he must. He couldn’t let the demon get near the ward tracing. He wanted no chance the creature could release the spell in time to prevent the flood. Nor did he want the clanfolk warned in time to climb high out of the flood’s path as Dev and the others had done.


    In the gloom at the far end of the tunnel, a shadow moved.


    Kiran gave a sharp, warning yank on the rope and took one long stride past the tracery of the spell.


    A silent inferno of magic flared in the stone, dark and powerful, but nothing showed to the naked eye. The patina of bone remained dull, scarcely noticeable against the rock.


    Kiran ran to shelter behind the egg-shaped boulder in the middle of the canyon’s course. Slack rope trailed after him in the sand. He peered around the boulder’s smoothly rounded side, poised to duck back to evade thrown missiles.


    Loud scraping, and shadowed figures jumped down into sand.


    “Hold,” Kiran yelled at them. “Child of fire, hear me! If you force me into casting, it’s Ruslan who’ll seize my mind, not you. He’s not your servant, no matter what he promised. He’ll use me to take Ashkiza’s weapon for his own.”


    The clanfolk tensed, reaching for knives and charms, but a hissed order froze them in their tracks. Five stood in the tunnel with more jammed up in the narrows behind them. Squinting at the figures in front, Kiran thought he could make out Gavila’s rangy form, the spiky bronze loops of her godspeaker charm glinting at her neck. Behind her was a gray-haired, sinewy woman who might be Zadikah’s mother, Nasham.


    The bone mage’s spell was a dark, throbbing knot of power behind Kiran. He imagined the magic forcing the underground river out of its channel, a tide racing up a black tunnel toward the holes above the slot. He had only to hold the demon until the flood came.


    A shorter, chubbier figure pushed to the forefront of the group. “Ahhh,” said the demon, its borrowed voice clear and youthful and disturbingly human. “The outcast told you of your purpose. Did the kinless one—mad, desperate creature that it is—also confess it cannot touch your master? Whereas we ssarez-kai can and will if that is your desire. Return to our fire with me, reforge the kin-bond you have so rashly severed, and your master’s blood will be yours to savor.”


    Kiran didn’t think the demon was lying about Ruslan. The cost and consequences of surrender, however, were a different matter. He had been able to resist the kin-bond’s imperative while he walked inert ground, but the scarred demon had warned him that would not be true amid the currents of the demon realm.


    “Oh certainly,” Kiran called to the demon, striving to mimic Dev’s most sardonic tone. “Let you chain me. Once bonded, you’ll force me to retrieve Ashkiza’s weapon, and the moment I give it over, you’ll kill me just as readily as Ruslan.”


    “I said we would not harm you. Unlike your kind, we children of fire honor our bargains. Did I not yield to your demands in the mountains?”


    “It was you in the Cirque of the Knives.” Kiran’s throat was as dry as the sand beneath his feet. His childhood self screamed at him to be wary. It did not matter what guise a scorpion might hide within; it was far from harmless. He willed the bone mage’s spell to push the water faster.


    “It was I who embraced you as kin,” the demon agreed. “Yet you still doubt me, frightened, ignorant little ratling that you are. But look! I have brought you a gift to prove my good faith.”


    The clanfolk parted. A lone dark figure was shoved out of the narrows, not gently. The figure landed on its knees in the sand. Two clansmen dragged the person forward.


    “Zadikah?” Kiran blurted. Her face had a misshapen look—swollen from blows? A fat silver collar gleamed about her neck, and another band circled her right wrist.


    The clansmen threw Zadikah at the scholar’s feet. Zadikah snarled something and started to rise, but collapsed with a cry, clawing at the charm around her neck. Behind Gavila, Nasham stirred, but made no protest as her daughter writhed in agony.


    Kiran was deeply glad Teo was wedged too high in the slot to see what was happening. Though Teo might guess, if he’d heard Kiran blurt out Zadikah’s name. Curse the demon, why had it brought her here?


    From a pouch at its waist, the demon plucked a shard that blazed cobalt in Kiran’s mage-sight. It stabbed the shard into Zadikah’s shoulder.


    Her muscles went slack. She sprawled on her back, but her eyes remained open, her breathing rapid and furious.


    The demon smiled wide at Kiran. “Temple child, I hear the cry of your soul for both sustenance and revenge. Come and take both, and consider how much sweeter your master’s life would taste.”


    It bent and wrenched the charms from Zadikah’s wrist and neck. Her ikilhia sparked in Kiran’s awareness, no longer shielded from him, a wild flicker of life fueled by fear and rage.


    His starved body yearned to devour that candleflame, scant as it was. But if the demon thought him so weakened that he would blindly yield to that yearning, it was wrong. He would hold his barriers no matter the temptation.


    Yet Zadikah would die just the same. The flood was on its way; already Kiran felt a faint trembling in the sand underfoot. Paralyzed, Zadikah wouldn’t even have the chance to run or climb or struggle for air. A stubborn fighter like her, forced to die helpless—that seemed so cruel. Another knife-thrust of anguish for Teo, and for Raishal, if she were alive to learn of it.


    Kiran could not stomach the thought. Zadikah had betrayed him, but not out of self-interest. She’d thought it the only way to protect people from a greater evil, just as he’d thought when he betrayed Dev in Ninavel. Kiran had been given so many second chances. Didn’t she deserve the same?


    He dared not cast to help her. He had to find another way, and quickly.


    Kiran called to the demon, “You mean her as a gift and not a trap? Prove it. Take all your spells from her, and have one of your servants bring her to me.”


    “As you ask, child,” the demon said, so readily that Kiran’s hackles rose. It was planning something, but what?


    The black-daggers muttered and stirred. None seemed eager to volunteer to approach Kiran. He wanted to scream at them to hurry. The subtle vibration beneath his feet was growing.


    Gavila took a fluid step forward. “I’ll bring her to you, but I’m not pulling the godfang out of her shoulder until I’ve dragged her over. I’ve taken too many bruises already, thanks to this sneaking she-viper.”


    The shard in Zadikah’s shoulder was the trap, then. It must bear more spellwork than a simple lock-binding. But Kiran hadn’t the time to spare in arguing.


    “Stop when you reach the boulder.” Kiran watched closely as Gavila took one of Zadikah’s limp arms and dragged her along the sand. She was gripping Zadikah’s bare wrist; whatever trap lurked in the shard couldn’t be triggered solely by touch. Kiran reached for the rope behind him and stealthily pulled up enough slack that he had a loose coil ready.


    A puff of wind gusted down the slot. The trembling beneath Kiran’s feet became an audible rumble, swiftly rising in volume. Startled shouts rang out from the narrows.


    Gavila whirled to look. She and Zadikah were still twenty feet away. Kiran broke cover and ran, hoping there was enough slack in the rope to let him reach Zadikah.


    At the tunnel’s end, clanfolk scrabbled at the slot’s polished walls and pleaded with the demon for aid. It ignored them, yelling something harsh and guttural at Gavila.


    She dropped Zadikah’s wrist and raced past Kiran, dodging wide around him. If the demon had ordered her to find and release the bone mage’s spell, she was too late. Returning the underground river to its regular channel would not stop the surge already flooding the canyon.


    Kiran lunged for Zadikah. His fingers were mere inches from her outflung wrist when a vicious kick knocked him sideways into the sand.


    “You won’t devour her soul,” Nasham snarled at him, standing over Zadikah’s prone body. “If she dies, she dies whole!”


    The rope at Kiran’s waist yanked taut, dragging him backward. Dev and Cara were hauling in the slack. He screamed for them to wait. Zadikah was so close. There was still time to save her.


    His plea was lost under panicked shrieks from the narrows. A cataract of water as thick and red as blood jetted into the tunnel. The clanfolk still clawing for holds were ripped free of the rock, disappearing under the frothing torrent.


    The demon drew a blade and stabbed it straight up under its own ribs. Blue flames burst from the wound to spread over the scholar. The boy’s skin bubbled and blackened. Kiran staggered back, horrified, throwing all his concentration into his barriers, sure the demon meant to strike him with a casting fueled by the scholar’s death.


    An atonal shriek of power ripped the aether asunder. For the barest instant, Kiran glimpsed the freezing inferno of the demon realm. Words lanced into his mind: Not so clever after all, child. If you had yielded to me, your fate would have been kinder. When your master takes you, assure him that we will not be cheated.


    The rift closed and the flames died. The charred body of the scholar toppled, and the flood swallowed him.


    The demon’s spell hadn’t been meant as a strike but an escape route. Savage triumph swept Kiran. The demon assumed the flood would likewise force him into casting, but it was wrong. The sharp pull of the rope was proof of his salvation.


    But Zadikah had mere instants left to live. Nasham snatched at the shard in her daughter’s shoulder, but upon touching it, she crumpled beside Zadikah. The churning surge of water was almost on them.


    Kiran couldn’t reach her, and he would not cast. He cried out in frustration and sorrow.


    A sharp shock traveled down the rope. Gavila had jumped from the canyon wall to cling to the taut line like a spider, ten feet above his head. A bared blade flashed in her hand.


    Kiran jumped, a desperate, futile reach, knowing with terrible clarity he couldn’t stop her severing the rope. This was why the demon had been so certain Ruslan would take him.


    A crude lash of magic blasted out of the gap overhead and struck Gavila, ripping her away from the rope and throwing her down into the sand. A second coil of power arrowed past Kiran to shatter the spelled shard in Zadikah’s shoulder. The tendril of magic yanked her away from the onrushing water and her fallen mother, and thrust her into Kiran’s arms. Stunned, he clutched her tight, even as the rope jerked him off the ground.


    Water slammed into Kiran with a force that nearly ripped Zadikah from his arms. If not for the fading remnants of magic that still pressed her body to his, he would have lost her. They were tumbling, the world all thundering darkness. His lungs burned for air, but that was nothing compared to the hunger of his ikilhia for the spark of Zadikah’s life, so easy to take, her flesh against his a tantalizingly open conduit.


    The rope dragged him up into air. Kiran spluttered and gasped, Zadikah an iron weight in his arms. Scant inches below, red-brown water roared past like one of the confluence’s great currents. Thankfully, Zadikah’s paralysis had disappeared with the shattered shard. She clung to him with desperate strength. They were locked as close as lovers, his arms around her back, hers around his neck, their legs tangled together.


    The flood had nearly filled the tunnel; he and Zadikah were dangling mere feet beneath the crack in the roof. The rope cut deep into Kiran’s midsection as it inched them upward. His muscles trembled under the strain of holding Zadikah, but he would not let go. Nor would he touch her ikilhia, though the battle to restrain his body’s instinct took all he had.


    She was shuddering in great heaves and shouting something in his ear, over and over. He could not spare concentration to listen, but gradually, meaning penetrated.


    “Why? Why save me?”


    “I didn’t,” Kiran managed. “Teo cast.” He was dead certain of it, despite his astonishment. The crude, wild magic had felt nothing like Lena’s smoothly ordered spellwork.


    That silenced Zadikah. Kiran’s back bumped the crack’s edge. Someone shouted, barely audible over the grinding rush of the water below, and a handline made out of a knotted, tightly twisted shirt dropped down in front of Kiran’s nose.


    Zadikah used the makeshift line to haul herself over Kiran and into the crack. The relief of no longer having to hold her weight and battle his body’s need was so great that for a moment he hung limp, dripping and panting. At last he summoned the remnants of his strength, grabbed the knotted shirt, and pulled himself up into the crack a careful few feet away from Zadikah, helped by the steady tug of the rope still bound about his waist.


    Teo was wedged right above them. As Kiran braced his back against one cliff and his feet against the other, Teo yelled upward, “Safe!”


    An acknowledging call echoed down. Kiran couldn’t see Dev and the others, his view upward blocked by Teo’s body and the slanting angle of the crack. He sensed no sparks of life in the flood below, only the dark fire of the bone mage’s spell, fast fading. Once the spell died, its stored power expended, the water should abate as the distant river returned to its natural flow. Kiran hoped that would not take too long.


    Teo seemed absorbed in the task of unknotting his makeshift handline back into a shirt, but his hands shook violently as he worked. Even diminished by his casting, his ikilhia was a seething roil in such disarray Kiran winced to see it. His bare arms and chest were scraped raw, testifying to the speed with which he’d slid back down the crack to help them.


    Zadikah was staring up at Teo in equal silence, breathing in ragged gulps. She must be as shocked as Kiran, who could still hardly believe Teo had cast. He remembered Teo saying of his oath to his goddess, Should I break it, she will spurn me after my death, leaving my soul to fray into madness, trapped in the rotting remnants of my flesh.


    Teo believed that without a shred of doubt, yet he had cast anyway. Maybe talking was a bad idea, but Kiran couldn’t let such a sacrifice go unacknowledged.


    “You saved us both,” he said to Teo, pitching his voice to carry over the echoing roar of the flood below. “I know you didn’t do it for me, but still, I’m grateful.” He winced, wishing he’d found better words. Grateful sounded so paltry when set against Teo’s certainty that he faced an eternity of suffering.


    Teo pulled his shirt on, his ikilhia seething wilder yet. “I have a price for my aid. One for both of you.”


    “What price?” Zadikah’s question was harsh as a crow’s call, her voice shorn of all its former musicality. “What could possibly make you break your oath to save me, when you did not Veddis?”


    “I need you to go to Prosul Akheba. Seek Raishal, and if she still lives, keep her and her child safe. And you…” His attention switched to Kiran. “You will let Zadikah do this.”


    Teo had not saved Zadikah solely because he wanted her to find Raishal. Nor did Kiran feel comfortable letting her walk free after her prior betrayal, but he owed his life to Teo twice over. How could he refuse him?


    “Raishal was in the city?” Zadikah tipped her head back and keened, high and anguished. “Teo, I’m sorry. I was so certain I could kill Gavila. But the child of Shaikar had already come, and he stopped me when I struck. When Prosul Akheba burned—” She took a ragged breath and swiped a hand over her eyes. “Gavila told me how Kiran angered his master in escaping Cadah’s trap. The demon had forbidden her to take my life, saying I might prove useful, but she wanted to hurt me nonetheless. She knew I would see that my own choice had led to my city burning, my friends dying—and now you say Raishal and her baby might be dead with them, oh gods—”


    Her guilt, dark mirror of his own, drove Kiran to speak. “I wish you hadn’t trapped me, but the dead in Prosul Akheba are Ruslan’s doing. No one else’s.”


    Zadikah twisted to give him a scorching look. “Tell yourself pretty lies if you like. I do not cower from the consequences of my actions. I can’t change what I’ve done, but in the future I can make different choices. Teo, I’ll go to the city. I’ll turn over every last blackened stone until I find Raishal, and give aid to every survivor I can.”


    “Good,” Teo said. “The city will need your strength.”


    “But not your healing? I don’t understand, Teo. I’d have sworn you couldn’t turn away from anyone in need, let alone an entire city, and Raishal—if you love her enough to break your oath, what could keep you from her side?”


    Teo’s tone turned acid. “Ask Kiran.”


    Kiran understood the bitterness. He’d feel the same in Teo’s place, and he appreciated that Teo had left it to him to decide how much to explain.


    He said, “Teo wanted to go, and I forbade him. I need his help to bring down Ruslan.”


    Zadikah’s head cocked. “The mage who burned Prosul Akheba.”


    “Yes,” Kiran said.


    Zadikah said to Teo, sharp as a whipcrack, “Then you fucking help Kiran. Whatever it takes to kill that soulless murderer.”


    “What in Shaikar’s hells is going on?” Dev’s yell preceded his arrival. He scraped and slid down to them, and upon spotting Zadikah, spat a curse. “You! No wonder Cara and I could barely pull the rope. I should kick you straight down into that flood.”


    The threat wasn’t idle. Dev was braced right over Zadikah, his body coiled tight as a predator crouched to spring. Kiran hurried to speak, aware of Teo’s gaze drilling into him.


    “Teo saved me. Again. We owe him, and this is what he asks as payment. She’s going to Prosul Akheba to look for Raishal.”


    “Did the flood wash away your brain? She knows where we are! If she sells us out—”


    “Our location is no secret,” Kiran said. “The demon ran back to its own realm. We have to assume the ssarez-kai will tell Ruslan where we’re heading. Our best hope is speed. I must discover how to reach Ashkiza’s weapon before either demons or Ruslan can strike at us again. I say we send Zadikah to the city so we need not worry over a prisoner.”


    “This is crazy,” Dev said flatly. “We can’t keep traveling this slot. The next trap, we might not be able to outfox.”


    Zadikah said, “I know the key to the ward spells. At the pool, I heard the demon tell Gavila what to say and where to touch. I’ll gladly share my knowledge with you if it helps Kiran destroy the nybadduk who burned Prosul Akheba.”


    “You see?” Kiran said to Dev. “If we can pass the traps, we’ve a chance of reaching the temple before Ruslan can prepare another ambush. Zadikah, would you let Teo see your mind so we can be certain you speak truth?”


    Teo recoiled. “Not me. Lena should look.”


    “I’d rather it were you,” Zadikah said, so low she could barely be heard over the water still rushing through the tunnel beneath them.


    But Teo said only, “Lena won’t hurt you. I give you my word.”


    Kiran grimaced. He’d hoped that if Zadikah did regret her choices, the intimacy of mental contact would lead to a better understanding between her and Teo—a first step toward repairing the relationships that Kiran had inadvertently shattered. But it was true that Lena was far more skilled with mind-magic.


    The leashed violence in Dev’s posture said he was still not convinced, though Kiran wasn’t sure if it was Zadikah or the temple he was balking over.


    Kiran said to him, “We’re rid of demon and clanfolk both. Without them, Zadikah can’t do much to hurt us. Please—let her go, and let me try to reach the temple.”


    “Now who’s optimistic?” Dev heaved a sigh. “You want this, then Lena checks Zadikah’s story right now. If she’s not lying, I’ll get her up to the slot rim. From there, she’s on her own.”


    A high, thin voice called down, “If she’s leaving, I want to go with her.”


    Dev twisted to squint upward. “Janek? I know you’re scared, but—”


    “You don’t know! You have so many awful things chasing you and I can’t—can’t run fast enough, and I don’t want a demon to tear me up, the other boys and girls screamed for so long—” Janek gulped down a sob. Kiran’s heart ached for him; he knew what it was to feel so small and helpless. “I want to be safe. Please, Dev, please let me leave.”


    Zadikah said, “No child should have to endure such fear. Send him with me, and I will keep him safe.”


    Dev was silent for a moment, looking up at Janek. “Fine,” he said, not happily. “If Lena says Zadikah is speaking truth.” He glowered at Zadikah. “You harm one curl on that boy’s head, I don’t care what Teo wants. You’ll join your kin in Shaikar’s hells.”


    Kiran said, “Maybe you should send Melly with Zadikah, too.”


    “No!” Melly’s indignant yell ricocheted down the crack. “I’m not scared! Besides, you might need somebody Tainted if you’re fighting demons.”


    Dev squeezed his eyes shut as if in pain. Kiran could imagine his dilemma. He wanted Melly safe, but he must also want to be certain of that safety, not send her away with someone he didn’t trust.


    Cara said something indistinct. Melly’s answer was fiercer yet. “I said no. I’m not going. Only way you could make me is to cast on me, and Lena doesn’t do that sort of casting.”


    Dev let out a breath of a chuckle. “Stubborn as I ever was. Sethan must be laughing at me right now.” He called up to Melly, “All right, I won’t fight you on this. You stay, Janek goes.”


    He beckoned Zadikah. “Get up here so Lena can look in your head.”


    Zadikah hesitated, looking at Teo. “Will you sing for my kin’s souls? Gavila deserves to be left lost and wandering, but the rest—their only fault was in believing she spoke the god’s truth. My mother—” She stopped, swallowing hard.


    “I will sing for them,” Teo said, such sorrow in the words that Kiran’s own throat closed.


    Zadikah said, “When you finish helping Kiran, I beg you, come to the city. Don’t run as you have before, and don’t you dare die. I don’t ask you to forgive me. But if Raishal lives, you should give her the chance to forgive you.”


    Teo bowed his head, his body rigid, and said nothing.


    Dev said to Kiran, “Don’t wait for us. You and Teo start working your way along the slot. Untie from the rope—I’ll need it if I have to reach the rim—and shuffle sideways along this crack. If the walls start to widen out so much that you can’t stay braced tight, then stop and yell for Cara.”


    Kiran unpicked knots and got the rope free of his waist while Zadikah grunted and heaved her way up the crack after Dev. Water continued to churn along below in a turbulent, deadly froth, but the flow had already subsided enough to expose several feet of the tunnel wall. Obedient to Dev’s instructions, Kiran shuffled his feet and hitched his back sideways along the slot.


    Teo followed, his motions even more awkward than Kiran’s. The violent turmoil of his ikilhia bore silent witness to the depth of emotion he fought to suppress.


    Words burst from Kiran before he could think better of them. “You would’ve saved Zadikah even if you knew Raishal was dead. Why didn’t you tell her you still love her?”


    After a fraught silence, Teo said, “When Veddis fell, I was a coward. Yet the pain of his death proved worse than my fear. I couldn’t endure such agony doubled. Yet now my oath is broken, I dread what I might become at Zadikah’s side. She doesn’t understand that some paths should never be walked.” He released a jagged laugh. “So you see, I am still a coward.”


    “It doesn’t have to be the way you fear,” Kiran said. “People can change, and not just for the worse. Zadikah said she meant to make different choices. Maybe together, you and she would find a path far better than either of you would walk alone.”


    For long moments, all Kiran heard from Teo was the scuffling of his feet and his back scraping against the slot’s cliffs. At length, Teo said, “I know what you did before I cast. You tried to save Zadikah even though she had betrayed you.”


    Kiran might have tried, but just as with Veddis, he hadn’t been willing to risk casting. “She’d be dead and I’d be Ruslan’s, if not for you.”


    “But you surprised me. I was so certain I knew what your soul had become.” Teo’s voice sank to a murmur. “It’s easier to cling to certainty. Yet that leaves no room for hope.”


    Kiran’s certainty that Ashkiza’s weapon would let him defeat Ruslan was his only source of hope. But this was the first time Teo had spoken to him without fear or bitterness. He didn’t want to bring up anything that might break their fragile rapprochement.


    Cautiously, he said, “I find hope is something I can’t do without. If not for myself, then for others.” He still could not imagine surviving Ruslan’s defeat. The mark-bond made that too improbable. But the idea of Dev, Cara, and Melly founding a new life together free of fear—that was a goal he would fight toward so long as his ikilhia burned.
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    Lena said Zadikah spoke truth, which meant I had to haul Zadikah and Janek up a hundred feet of cliff to reach the canyon rim. I didn’t enjoy the climb one bit. I wasn’t happy about sending a proven backstabber like Zadikah off where I couldn’t keep an eye on her, and even less happy about handing her Janek. Zadikah was too smart not to realize the connection between him and Yashad once she saw his necklace. But Janek would be safer even in Yashad’s hands than he was with us, hunted by Ruslan and demons.


    That safety was only because Ruslan didn’t know I cared about Janek. If Ruslan was as ignorant of Melly, I’d have made her leave too. Cara and I had a whispered argument about it before the climb. She thought I was crazy for letting Melly stay. I probably was. I just couldn’t shake the gut-deep fear that the moment I let her leave my sight, Ruslan would swoop in and grab her the way he had in Ninavel.


    Climbing to the canyon rim, Zadikah ignored my glowering and obeyed my every order with the same crisp efficiency she’d displayed when we scaled the Khalat. She didn’t speak beyond what was necessary for the ascent until we levered Janek over a final lip of rock onto sand seared hot by the pitiless afternoon sun. Watching me untie him from the rope, she said, “You don’t trust me. I understand why. But Kiran’s enemy is now mine. I would tear out my own throat rather than do anything that might aid Ruslan or his allies.”


    Her hatred of Ruslan, I could believe. Yet the very ferocity of that hatred set off all manner of warning bells. “You want Ruslan to pay for burning Prosul Akheba, then you stay well clear of him. You’re no mage to fight him. Kiran’s the only one who can.”


    “I know it,” Zadikah said, bitterly enough that I dared to hope she understood how stupid she’d be to try some scheme on her own. “But you listen: if Kiran discovers he needs anything the Khalat’s survivors can provide, send me word, and I’ll make sure he gets it.”


    “Just remember your promise to keep Janek safe.” I had the rope off him, but all he’d done was huddle closer to me, doubtless suffering second thoughts about going off with a stranger. Dried tear tracks streaked his face; he’d begged Melly to change her mind and come with him.


    Zadikah looked down at Janek, and her fierce expression softened. “You’ll have to be patient with me, adhiya. It’s been long years since I last traveled with anyone as young as you. But I will guard your life as if you were my clan-brother.”


    Janek flung his skinny arms around me in a hug so brief I barely had time to return it before he pulled away.


    “You’ve been kind to me,” he said, staring at his boots. “I’ll pray to every god I know that you’ll stay safe too.”


    He didn’t think those prayers would be answered. Understandable, when every other adult who’d cared for him had died. I wished I could promise him I’d survive, but I wasn’t such a fool as to invite the touch of Khalmet’s bad hand.


    “Prayers are good,” I said. “When we’re done with Ruslan, we’ll find you.”


    Janek nodded, his small face pinched. Zadikah led him eastward, and they vanished amid fat turrets of rock. I mopped my brow and took a hasty swig from a waterskin. The desert felt a thousand times hotter up here in the open sun; one reason I’d agreed to Kiran’s insistence we keep traveling the canyon. In the slot’s shadowed depths, we wouldn’t risk collapse from sun sickness, and the ebbing flood would leave behind pockets of water.


    By the time I rejoined the rest of our little crew, all that was left of the raging flume that’d filled the lower slot were a few murky pools and a boot-sucking morass of mud that soon had me cursing our choice to stay in the canyon. The mud caked so thick that we kept having to stop to knock great clots of it off our legs. Melly hadn’t the strength to pull free of the worst of the mire. Cara and I had to yank her from the mud’s grasp, again and again.


    Too late to change our route now. I was way too tired to haul anybody else out of the canyon. Kiran’s eyes were glazed, his walk closer to a stagger, and he flinched back any time Teo got within ten feet of him. Even Cara had lines graven deep around her mouth and an armored distance in her eyes that brought me an uneasy cramp of guilt. If I hadn’t dragged her into this mess, she’d be happily guiding convoys and climbing peaks instead of slogging down a neverending nightmare of a canyon.


    Worst was when we reached far grislier obstacles than mud and rocks. Dead clanfolk lay half-buried in the mire and wedged under chockstones, the white of bone sometimes showing where limbs had snapped in the force of the flood. Teo paused at each corpse to sing a brief, hauntingly melancholic chant not far different than what I’d heard drovers use to summon Noshet’s spirit guardians for fallen convoy folk. Lena stopped with him, but not to mourn. Her bearing soldier-stiff, she sought out any charms still on the bodies. Anything not made by blood magic, she took. The shield charms she left alone, insisting it was dangerous to even touch anything created by Ruslan.


    Playing it cautious was fine with me. I was more grateful than I wanted to admit that Lena had taken on the task of picking over the bodies. In death, the black-daggers had lost all menace. Passing their contorted remnants didn’t bring any triumph, only a surge of dark memories I was too tired to stop. I’d seen too many friends lying dead after mountain disasters. Melly’s father Sethan chief among them.


    Yet I didn’t avert my eyes from the bodies I passed. One corpse I was too anxious to see. When Teo found Gavila crammed between a pair of boulders, I veered over to look, just so I could make damn sure she was dead. Her body was folded in a way no living person could manage, but her slack face was unmarred and oddly serene, which pissed me off. She’d gotten half her clan killed and come close to ruining any chance we had of taking down Ruslan. She didn’t deserve an instant’s worth of peace.


    “Don’t you sing for her,” I told Teo.


    Teo gave me a flat look. “I sing for them all. Their souls are their gods’ to judge.”


    That was rich, coming from someone who constantly judged the hell out of Kiran, but I was too exhausted to argue. I crouched beside Lena, who was frowning at the spiked bronze loops of the charm that still hung around Gavila’s neck.


    I said, “The charm glowed when Gavila touched me with it. It’s how she knew I was born Tainted. You think it does anything more useful?”


    “There’s quite a reservoir of magic bound into the metal,” Lena said. “The spell itself appears old, even crude, but the power that fuels it feels strange. Cold, and wild, and the charm’s maker did not shield it properly. Safer to leave it, I think.”


    “No.”


    I turned, surprised. Kiran was right behind me, apparently uncaring of his proximity to Teo.


    “Unshielded power I can take by touch, just like ikilhia, and Ruslan won’t know.” The glaze of exhaustion left his eyes, replaced by naked, ravening hunger.


    “Kiran, wait.” Lena grabbed for his arm, but Kiran ripped the charm from Gavila’s neck. He shuddered, his head falling back, and the taut lines of his face softened into blissful relief. Bruises and cuts alike vanished. When he opened his eyes again, they glittered with a hectic new vitality.


    “Shall I give you some? The charm holds more than enough to share.” He looked from Lena to Teo, holding out his hand.


    Teo backed up so fast he nearly fell on his ass. Apparently his oath-breaking hadn’t totally reordered his opinion of magic. Lena stood her ground, but she didn’t take Kiran’s hand, and her face went all shuttered and cold in that way Alathians got when they were seriously angry.


    She said, each word icily precise, “Kiran, that was reckless. Ruslan’s spells are not the only magic that can harm you.”


    “I wouldn’t have drawn from the charm if I wasn’t certain it was safe,” Kiran said. “Besides, I didn’t just take the power for me. This way, if we come across a spell that doesn’t yield to Zadikah’s release words, I can give you the strength to break it.”


    More like, his need had been so great it’d swamped all thought of risk, but it wasn’t like I could point fingers about reckless gambles. Lena, however, looked angrier yet.


    “Your reasons aren’t the issue. Your haste is. You can’t afford to be so foolish.”


    Kiran had a stubborn set to his jaw I recognized all too well. When he dug in his heels, it took a miracle of the gods to make him see sense.


    “What’s done is done,” I announced, and pulled Kiran away. “I’m hoping you feel perky enough now to take this pack off my hands.” Then I could help Melly far more easily and give Cara a bit of respite.


    “Of course.” Kiran reached for my pack with fluid ease. I’d never envied him before, but I did then. Mother of maidens, what I wouldn’t give to have my aches and bruises vanish in an eyeblink.


    “Just make sure you keep watching for spells.” We hadn’t hit another of the bone mage’s little surprises yet, but I doubted we’d seen the end of them. The slot had opened out enough to reveal a fat strip of brutally cloudless afternoon sky. The walls had become sheer cliffs, cut razor-clean. Reflected sunlight painted their higher reaches rich shades of orange. The shadow we walked in was no longer the twilight gloom of the tunnel, but even with the better light, the flood had left enough muck smearing the lower cliffs to hide any sign of inlaid bone. I had to hope Kiran and Lena would sense any hostile spells before we triggered them.


    Kiran touched my shoulder, a quick, apologetic brush of his fingers. “I wish you were a mage, so I could give you strength so easily.” He set off, tackling another stretch of mud with more energy than I’d seen him display in weeks.


    But my envy had died. I didn’t want to be a mage. Not after seeing how every one of them who kept a conscience lived in either fear or bondage thanks to their talent. For long years after I’d Changed, I’d have done anything to be Tainted again. These days, I was starting to appreciate being ordinary.


    Lena stalked after Kiran. Her expression remained glacial and her back so stiff I winced to see it. As she passed me, I said, “You saw how ragged he was getting. At least now we don’t have to worry he’ll hurt Teo by accident.”


    “That was never my concern.” She marched even faster after him.


    I had the uneasy sense I was missing something. I’d never seen Lena’s steadfast calm fracture so sharply. Yeah, Kiran took a risk he probably shouldn’t have, but heading to the temple was a far larger danger and she hadn’t been upset over that. Maybe it was bad temper brought on by exhaustion. I’d seen even the mellowest of outriders turn snappish and irritable when forced to the limits of their endurance.


    “Kiran seems fine to me,” I muttered to the air, hoping it was true.


    “That’s because you’re not a mage,” Teo said in my ear. I jumped, startled anew, and annoyed at myself for it. I had to stay alert, not let weariness dull my senses to the point I didn’t even notice people standing right at my shoulder.


    Teo went on. “What Kiran took has healed his injuries and restored his body, but it’s done nothing to ease mental exhaustion. He’ll be all the more prone to errors of judgment, and that’s not the only issue. When I first met him, his soul’s energies were dangerously unbalanced, but they still felt natural. Human. But since his return from the demon realm, his soul feels…different. What he took from the charm just now has enhanced that difference.”


    My stomach rolled over. I’d been all worried about what Ruslan might’ve done to Kiran, but maybe I’d been worrying over the wrong enemy.


    I said, “When he was a kid, the bone mage put some demon magic inside him, right? Maybe it’s more noticeable now because he had to use it to survive. But from what he said, he’s had demon-stuff in his soul a long time.”


    “An ember of demon magic, perhaps,” Teo said. “But before, the ember was well hidden. Now it has been given fuel to grow. Before you ask, I don’t know what that means for Kiran. All I can tell you is Lena is afraid for him. As am I.”


    He really did look worried for Kiran. That unsettled me all the more, given that I’d thought Teo too tangled up in blaming Kiran to be capable of concern for him.


    “So why tell me and not Kiran? Sounds like he’s the one who needs to hear this.”


    “He does,” Teo said. “And if he hears it from you, perhaps he will listen.”


    He had an inflated opinion of my influence. Kiran sure hadn’t been listening to my concerns over what might await us at the temple. But I sighed and said, “I’ll talk to him.”


    Teo retreated to Gavila’s body. Gods all damn it, he was still going to sing for her. I reined in my temper and turned to check on Melly. She’d caught up at last, herded by a stern, weary Cara.


    I reached for Cara’s pack. “Here, let me take that.”


    “Dev.” The uncharacteristic heaviness of Cara’s tone made my heart sink. Now what?


    “We have to stop and rest,” she said, tipping her head at Melly.


    Melly aimed a death glare at Cara. “I keep telling you, I’m fine,” she snapped. “I can keep going.” She was drooping as she stood.


    Shit. Cara was right, much as I hated to stop before darkness forced us into it. Gods only knew what ambush Ruslan was cooking up while we plodded along this canyon.


    “Glad to hear your legs haven’t yet turned to jelly,” I said to Melly. “Mine could use a rest, though. How about we keep walking and look for a ledge or boulder high enough to be clear of the mud? Then we can lie down and rest properly.” An hour’s sleep might be enough to let us cover more ground before nightfall.


    Melly gave a grudging nod. “It’d be good to sit down somewhere without mud. Or dead people.”


    Oh, gods. She shouldn’t have to endure this. I shot Cara a look of helpless regret.


    I could tell what she was thinking: you should have made her leave with Janek. Because she was a far better person than I was, she didn’t say that outright. She merely handed me her pack, slid a supportive arm under Melly’s, and said, “A little longer, then.”


    Trudging along, I couldn’t take my eyes from Cara. She was coated in muck, her face drawn in exhaustion, yet her spirit remained as indomitable as ever. My heart seized in a pang so fierce it near dropped me in my tracks.


    “No better partner,” I said to her, in echo of what she’d told me after we’d saved each other’s lives in the Cirque of the Knives.


    She rewarded me with a smile that made my leaden legs feel feather-light. “I hope we’ll be partners a long time.”


    In all the years I’d known Cara, she’d never made formal promises of partnership to anyone. She’d kept bedplay carefully casual and never taken the same lover for long. Maybe that was thanks to the fear of loss that had kept her from bedding outriders. The same fear she’d told me she meant to move past; just like I was ready to let go of the fear Jylla had left in me.


    My heartbeat suddenly loud in my ears, I said to Cara, “If we make it through this, would you like to form a real partnership? Contracted, I mean?”


    Cara’s eyes widened. I was already kicking myself. Why had I let that fall out of my mouth? She loved me, I didn’t doubt that, but she’d admitted taking that risk had been hard for her. The permanence of a contract might not be something she’d ever want. If by asking I fucked up the unwritten partnership we did have, I would cut out my idiot tongue.


    Melly shoved in front of Cara. “Dev, stop! You’re doing it wrong.” The death glare was back, aimed straight at me.


    “He’s not doing anything wrong,” said Cara.


    Sudden hope dizzied me, but Melly’s scowl grew blacker yet. “Yes, he is. I’ve read the tales. I know how it’s supposed to be.” She pointed a finger at me, stern as a ganglord disciplining one of her crew. “You don’t ask someone to join a partnership in the middle of some awful muddy canyon. If you want Cara as a contracted partner, you’ve got to take her somewhere she likes—on top of her favorite peak, maybe—and offer her a gift to show that your promises count, and she has to give you one to show hers do too, and how can you do any of that here? You’re ruining everything.”


    The last was said with such an air of wrathful doom you’d think I’d asked Cara to slaughter babies with me, not merely consider an official partnership. I eyed Melly, torn between amusement and irritation. Had I ever been this touchy with Sethan?


    Cara had the look of someone struggling not to laugh, but when she spoke, her voice was grave. “Melly, life’s not like tales. Partnership’s about trust and love, not bribes. The only part the tales get right is that contracts should never be agreed to in haste. The best gift to offer a potential partner is the time and space to consider terms.”


    She turned to me. “So you’d best stay alive, understand? When Ruslan’s done for, we can take the time to hash out terms properly. Assuming you still want a partnership after you hear mine.”


    There was no laughter in her eyes now. Was it just that she was scared we wouldn’t survive this? Or did she seriously think I’d balk at whatever terms she laid out?


    I couldn’t imagine balking. My blood sang through my veins. I hitched the pack higher on my back and grinned at her like a moon-brained fool.


    “Well, no need to go against the tales. You always said you’d like to climb Stormfang Spire. Maybe we could hash out terms up there. I know you need a new set of ice tools…” I glanced at Melly. “Unless the tales say that’s not enough of a bribe?”


    “Now you’re making fun of me,” Melly growled. “I—gaaah, I hate this mud!” Her right foot had sunk in almost to the knee. She yanked at her leg, her breath coming in gasps perilously close to sobs.


    “You’re not the only one,” Cara muttered. She locked her arms under Melly’s and heaved. Melly popped free. Her boot didn’t.


    Cara spat out a stream of curses so inventive that Melly twisted to goggle at her. I smothered a crazed chuckle before somebody punched me. Losing the boot wasn’t funny. The mud had already oozed back together to hide the hole. Digging would be a slimy, frustrating, time-consuming chore.


    I slung my pack off. “If you hold this, I’ll find the boot.”


    Teo had been hanging back—perhaps because he’d realized the gist of our prior conversation—but now he hustled up. “Wait. I’ll dig.” He squatted and plunged his arms into the mud.


    “Forget finding a ledge.” Cara steadied Melly, who stood like a dejected acrobat with one foot held high in the air. “I’ll take any patch of dry ground, no matter how small.”


    “Think I see a spot that might work. I’ll check.” Not far ahead, the canyon veered sharply southward, and I spied what looked like the edge of a nice big boulder poking past the bend.


    Kiran and Lena had passed the bend already; a tense, indistinct murmur of words drifted back, distorted by echoes. I tromped onward with new vigor. If Khalmet really favored us, the boulder wouldn’t have some poor bastard of a black-dagger rotting under it.


    “Dev!” Kiran pelted back around the bend. The last of my giddy intoxication vanished.


    “Demons? Ruslan? You’ve triggered another spell? What?” I yelled.


    Kiran skidded to a halt in front of me. “No. I mean—yes, we found another spell, but it’s broken, the pattern shattered. Not by us. By Ruslan destroying the confluence all those years ago.”


    The frantic gallop of my heart slowed, plunging me back into leaden exhaustion. The pack felt as heavy as a mountain on my back. “So Lena doesn’t have to cast—that’s good, right? So why the hurry? Khalmet’s hand, the way you were running, I thought we were fucked.”


    “Don’t you see?” Kiran’s eyes blazed with an even wilder light than before. “This means we’re close to the temple.”


    I glanced back. Teo had found Melly’s boot. She was trying to shake mud out of it, slow and awkward as a sleepwalker. Even as I watched, Cara lost patience and shoved the boot onto Melly’s foot, rousing her into a querulous protest.


    “How close?” I asked Kiran.


    “A mile? Two? I doubt it’s more than that. Could be less.” Kiran was practically hopping with eagerness.


    Melly would never make it another mile. My aching back and arms clamored that I wouldn’t either. “We can’t go on without resting first.”


    “Rest!” Kiran gaped at me. “But—we’re so close! If you need to rest, fine. I’ll go on with Lena and you can catch up.”


    “No. We stay together. Anything else is asking for trouble.”


    “But—”


    “I agreed to go to your damn temple. I didn’t agree to stagger up to it dead exhausted when we’ve no clue what might be waiting for us. If we’re as close as you say, then we’ve enough daylight left to take a break and then push on to reach the temple before nightfall.”


    Kiran had that mutinous set to his jaw again. I wanted to smack him. Instead, I took another calming breath and recalled what Teo had told me.


    “When was the last time you slept?” I asked.


    “I…um.” Kiran’s brow knitted. “I’m not sure.”


    “Teo said the magic you took from that charm doesn’t do a damn thing to ease a tired mind. If you find the bone mage’s stash, won’t you need to be sharp to decipher whatever information she’s got about Ashkiza’s weapon?”


    He wasn’t looking quite so stubborn anymore. I pushed my advantage. “Amazing what even an hour’s nap can do. The energy to set a faster pace might let us make better time than if we kept slogging on now without stopping.”


    “All right,” Kiran said reluctantly. “A short rest.”


    Miracle of Khalmet. Better yet, when I rounded the bend I found Lena waiting by a whorled boulder with a flattened top clean of mud and wide enough to fit our entire crew with room to spare. I didn’t check for dead clanfolk. I yelled to Cara that I’d found a rest spot, and promptly threw off my pack and sank onto the boulder with a groan of relief. Kiran said something to Lena, but I didn’t pay attention. My mind kept flittering from one thought to another. Cara, partnership, the temple, Ruslan…gods, I had to clear my head. I closed my eyes, just for a moment.


    


    * * *


    


    Somebody was shaking me. I swatted at them, annoyed, but they didn’t relent.


    “Dev.”


    “Hunh?” I opened bleary eyes. Lena was leaning over me. The rich colors of the upper cliffs had deepened to reds and browns, leaving us in a cool gray half-light.


    I jerked upright. “Why’d you let me sleep so long?” Kiran should’ve told Lena I only meant for us to rest an hour, tops. By the look of the light, I’d been sleeping far longer.


    “You needed it,” Lena said. “And not just you.”


    Melly was fast asleep beside me, tucked up into a ball so tight she looked like a kid half her age. Cara was sprawled on Melly’s other side, snoring heartily. I should tease her for that when she woke. A reminder of better days, when on convoy jobs we’d mercilessly but good-humoredly mocked each other’s camp habits.


    Teo lay on the boulder’s far edge. Even asleep, the lines of his body were edged with silent anguish.


    “Where’s Kiran?” I sat up straighter yet, an awful thought piercing me. “Don’t tell me he’s slunk off to the temple on his own.” If he had, I would throttle him, blood mage or no.


    “Not that, twin gods be thanked,” Lena said. “He woke earlier and retreated around the bend, saying he needed to relieve himself. He’s not far. I feel his soulfire and nothing seems amiss, but he’s been gone quite some time. I wondered if you would check on him while I wake the others.”


    Her eyes were lowered and her tone studiously calm. I wished she and Kiran would hurry up and get over their spat, but I grunted an assent and slid off the boulder. My muscles were stiff and sluggish, but at least they’d lost the dragging weight of utter exhaustion.


    Lena had tied her ragged hair into a stubby little tail, but circles remained dark under her eyes, and the rest of her skin looked sallow beneath freckles and dirt.


    “Did you get any sleep?” I asked her.


    She shrugged. “Some. Teo took first watch. You needn’t worry. I’m ready to cast if necessary.” She held up her hands. Her rings were dull gray, not black.


    “Good to know, though I was asking as a friend, not just out of fear of Ruslan.”


    That earned me a direct, startled gaze and a bemused little smile. “After Ninavel, I didn’t think you’d ever call me friend.”


    “Even after you saved us from the Council? You must think me a hard man.”


    Lena looked at me, serious once more. “I think you don’t find forgiveness easy.”


    “Maybe it takes me longer than some, but I get there in the end.” Assuming forgiveness was warranted, anyway. In Lena’s case, that was certainly true.


    “Friends, then. I’m glad of it.” Hands over her heart, Lena dipped in a shallow bow to me.


    Was I supposed to bow back? I settled for an awkward nod. “I’ll get Kiran. Make sure you eat something before we start walking.” We hadn’t much food left; a problem Cara and I would have to address soon. In the meantime, I didn’t want Lena or anyone else keeling over out of some misguided idea of self-sacrifice.


    Speaking of self-sacrificial idiots, I was anxious to find out why Kiran had skulked off by himself instead of resting. He was as bad as Melly about getting into trouble the instant I took my eyes off him. I forced sluggish legs into a jog.


    Soon as I rounded the bend, I spotted him. He was fifty yards off, facing the canyon’s eastern wall with his back to me. Sharp blue light spilled around him from a source I couldn’t see.


    I broke into a flat-out run. “Kiran!”


    He turned. The magelight was blazing off his amulet, spilling through the fingers of the hand he’d clenched around it. For a terrible instant, he stared at me without a hint of recognition. It threw me right back to that awful moment in Ninavel when I’d realized Ruslan had burned away his memories. I sucked in a breath to yell for Lena, terrified he was already beyond help, caught in Ruslan’s grip.


    Before I got a shout of out my constricted throat, his head tilted and his eyes cleared.


    “Don’t look so horrified. I was only bolstering my amulet.”


    “Khalmet’s bloodsoaked hand, you were casting? Are you insane?” If he was anybody else, I’d be shoving him against the rock and screaming it right in his face. But fear held me at a wary distance, whispering, What if he’s Ruslan’s now? I didn’t dare get close enough for him to knife me.


    Kiran brandished a bloodied palm at me. “Not casting. Not properly. Only augmenting the amulet’s pattern with what power I can infuse through blood contact. Limited as that is, it’s better than nothing. Or did you wish me to wait for Ruslan to start seeing through my eyes again?”


    Lena hadn’t felt Kiran casting. Proof he was telling the truth? But behind him on the canyon wall, I almost thought I could make out a pattern. Dark, ragged lines like he’d smeared blood on the stone. I edged closer, squinting.


    “If what you’re doing is as safe as you claim, then why do it in secret?”


    “Because I’m tired of arguing,” Kiran said. “Lena thinks I should abstain completely from any use of magic, but I can’t simply cower and wait for Ruslan to attack again. I have to counter him before he moves, or I’ll never defeat him.”


    Now I was closer to the cliff, I couldn’t make out a pattern anymore. Maybe it’d never been there to start with. I certainly agreed with Kiran that we had to start getting ahead of Ruslan. But still…


    “Lena’s not the only one worried for you.” I stumbled through an explanation of what Teo had said about Kiran’s soul, wishing I had the least idea of what I was talking about. I was braced for Kiran to dismiss that concern too. What I wanted to watch was his body language while he did it.


    He surprised me. Solemn and earnest, he said, “I know what Teo sees. Why do you think I want so badly to find the temple? When I was in the demon realm, I was as helpless as an untrained child. The scarred demon cast on me, and I couldn’t block the spell or even see the pattern properly. I don’t know precisely what the demon did to me—and yes, that scares me. The bone mage had long years to study her allies, and she was the one to work their will upon me. If her vault holds her journals—if I could just learn what was done to me as a child, I might understand how to protect myself from…further alteration.”


    Gods, Kiran. Sometimes I wished so badly I could hide him away somewhere nobody could harm him again.


    “Dev! Is everything all right?” Lena’s yell echoed off the cliffs. She’d come far enough around the bend she could see us.


    Kiran threw me a pleading glance. Damn it, he was right about one thing: we hadn’t the time to waste in squabbling.


    “We’re fine,” I called back. “Get everyone moving. We’ll catch up.”


    “Thank you,” Kiran said quietly. “It’s not that I want to hide what I’ve done. I just don’t want any more delay in reaching the temple.”


    He hurried back toward the bend. I lengthened my stride to keep pace. “I’ve no interest in delaying, either. But if you’ve nothing to hide, you’d best prove it. If you don’t tell Lena what you’ve done to your amulet, I will. And next time, you fucking talk to someone first. Not slink off to do gods-know-what magic behind our backs without a word of warning. You’re not in this alone against Ruslan. So stop making decisions like you are.”


    The line of Kiran’s shoulders tightened. “I never forget that you’re all at risk. Never.”


    “That’s not what I meant,” I said. “Cara and Lena and I—and Teo, if he’s got the stick out of his ass—we’re fighting at your side. If you learned a damn thing when you looked at my memories, it should be that keeping secrets from your rope-partners is a fast route to disaster. Like this business about the scarred demon casting on you—why didn’t you tell me earlier?” I wouldn’t have pushed half so hard for him to bargain with the scarred demon if he had.


    “Because I’m certain we can find the bone mage’s vault, but I’m not certain of what she left inside. If I don’t find enough information on Ashkiza’s weapon, then…” Kiran sighed. “I didn’t want you to worry I won’t do whatever’s necessary to stop Ruslan. Because I will. Even if it means dealing with demons or—or fighting Mikail.”


    I didn’t miss his choice of words. Fighting, not killing Mikail. But I had other concerns. “Ruslan knows we’re going to the temple. I know you say channeled magic takes time to design and cast, and you’re hoping speed will let us beat him. But what if you’re wrong, and he’s waiting there for us? He can’t cast against us, but against you…”


    Kiran said, “Now that he’s past his first rage over Lizaveta’s death, he’ll be cautious, believing I have my own demon allies. He won’t readily leave Ninavel’s confluence and forfeit its strength and protection. Even through his anger, he’ll be curious why I’m seeking the temple—especially since he knows nothing warded or magical in nature could have survived the confluence’s disruption. I think he’ll wait to attack until we leave the temple’s halls. He’ll think that way he can take both me and whatever knowledge I discover.”


    “You think he’ll know when we leave the temple because of me.” Or rather, the Shaikar-cursed demon magic inside me. Lena had been right that demons could still track me despite her block. It explained how the black-daggers had caught up to us so quickly. They hadn’t needed to hunt for our trail. “Gods all damn this binding! I hate that I’m marking us out for Ruslan. Can’t you help Lena sever the spell?”


    Kiran said, “The binding is an advantage for us as much as Ruslan. So long as you stay with me, Ruslan can’t cast as he did in the Whitefires. No storms, fires, floods, rockslides, anything that might harm you. We may even be able to use the bond against him.”


    “How? You…oh.” I saw what he was getting at, and I didn’t like it one bit. “If this vault holds the knowledge you hope, then you mean to fool Ruslan using me. Leave me behind in the temple while you sneak off to find this gods-cursed weapon.”


    “Possibly,” Kiran admitted. “It depends on what we learn. Given what Lena said of Marten, I think you’re right that Ashkiza’s weapon is hidden in Alathia. That means it’s too far away to reach in time by ordinary methods of travel. But if I can learn the secret of traveling the demon realm, then…”


    I thought of Vidai, who had been able to cover distances in an eyeblink and pass the strongest of wards. “That’d be one hell of an advantage.”


    “Exactly,” Kiran said, eyes alight.


    All right, I could understand why he was so hot to find the temple. I just hoped he wasn’t wrong about Ruslan.


    We rounded the bend. Lena and the others had left the boulder and were moving down the next stretch of canyon. Teo had one pack, Cara the other, and I was pleased to see Melly craning her neck to scan the canyon as she trotted along. If she had the energy for curiosity, she could walk long enough to reach the temple, assuming we were as close as Kiran thought. The cliffs hemming us in remained sheer and high enough to block any view of what might lie above them, but my outrider’s sense of distance said we ought to be within the Maw’s needles by now.


    “If we’re nearing the temple, does anything look familiar to you?” I asked Kiran.


    Kiran shook his head. “When Ruslan’s block failed, much that was locked behind it was destroyed. The memories I recovered prior to the block’s destruction, I recall. The rest—I’ve only scattered impressions left. Flashes, there and gone like ice crystals melting on my tongue. For all I know, I was born within the temple’s walls and never left them until Ruslan took me. It was night then, and all I saw was fire.” His hand stole up to rub at his chest. “I suppose now I know why as a child I used to dream of being burned alive. Mikail always said—” He swallowed the rest, with an unhappy glance at me.


    “Look, about Mikail. I get that Ruslan fucked you and him—” over, I’d meant to say. But Kiran flinched. Not a little twitch either, but a deep, full-body recoil.


    I couldn’t speak, not even to curse. I’d suspected, but the confirmation sent rage boiling so hot it turned my blood to molten magefire. All I could think was how slowly I wanted Ruslan to die. Screaming. Doused in acid. An inch of him hacked off at a time. He already deserved death, ten thousand times over, for all the lives he’d taken. But for everything he’d done to Kiran, I wanted his arrogance ripped away. I wanted him to know what it was to be a helpless, agonized, despairing victim trapped without hope of release.


    Kiran’s cheeks flamed red as the canyon walls. “Stop it. Stop looking at me like I’m some broken thing to be pitied. He didn’t force me. I wanted it. I liked it.”


    He flung the words at me like daggers, yet his eyes held such shame it yanked me clear of fury. He didn’t want pity, but he thought the only other option was my disgust and condemnation. He was braced for me to turn my anger on him; to say, You took pleasure with a monster like Ruslan? You’re every bit as bad as Mikail.


    I found my tongue at last. “And all Ruslan had to do to ensure you’d gladly share his bed was rip out half your memories. Yeah, no coercion there.”


    Lena and Cara had slowed, throwing worried glances back at us. I waved urgently for them to keep on walking. If I were Kiran, last thing I’d want was for this to be a public conversation.


    “You don’t understand,” Kiran said again, this time in a raw whisper. “I didn’t remember everything, no. But I knew how Ruslan cast magic. How he wanted me to cast. Yet still, I let him and Lizaveta…”


    “You think I don’t know how it feels to want affection so bad you snatch at any chance to get it?”


    That got his attention. “You—you’re not saying Red Dal—”


    “No,” I said. “Red Dal isn’t the kind to get his kinks from kids. But if he was, I’d have been his jenny-boy in an eyeblink and never dreamed of saying no. Or Sethan…not long after I met him, Jylla started making all these sly little digs about how his friendship was a sham aimed at easing me between his sheets.”


    This wasn’t a story I’d ever wanted to tell. But Kiran was actually listening, so I forced myself to keep going. “I thought she must be right. She was so clever at reading people, and I couldn’t think why else Sethan was being so nice to a surly streetside brat.” It’d hurt to think he was playing me for a mark, but I hadn’t shied away from him as Jylla must’ve hoped I’d do. I loved climbing with him too much.


    “I went to him and straight out offered to be his jenny-boy, on the condition he kept teaching me outriding skills even after he tired of me.” At fourteen, the only experience I had in bedding men was a few fumbling explorations with Tavian’s other runner-boys, but I’d enjoyed that just fine, and hell. Sethan might’ve been twice my age, but he was far from ugly.


    Kiran was staring at me like he couldn’t possibly have heard me right. “That’s how you became Sethan’s apprentice?”


    “Not quite.” If Sethan had been horrified by my blunt bargaining, he’d had better sense than to show it. He’d been kind yet firm in his answer. “He said he was happy to take me as an apprentice, but he’d no interest in me as a bed partner. I didn’t believe him. I told him he had to want something.”


    Sethan’s smile had been full of a sadness I understood now as I hadn’t then. “He said he did want something. He wanted me to learn that friendship isn’t about seeking advantage, and that bedplay is a joy best shared between partners that can meet as equals, without any hint of obligation.”


    “You were fortunate in Sethan,” Kiran said, not hiding the bitterness of his envy.


    “Yeah, I was. I wish Khalmet had favored you like he did me. But you didn’t do anything shameful. That’s all on Ruslan.”


    Kiran gave a harsh laugh. “You’ll forgive me all I did in Ninavel, claiming it’s Ruslan’s fault, as if I were nothing more than his puppet. Yet you will not grant Mikail an inch of leniency. Which should I believe?”


    Khalmet’s hand, he was stubborn. Also wrong on so many levels I hardly knew where to start. “I don’t care whose bed Mikail shared,” I said. “I care who he’s murdered. And I don’t see you as Ruslan’s puppet, much as he’s tried to make you one. You loved him, and he used that love for his own gain. Same as he uses everything.”


    Kiran looked away, his mouth a hard, flat line, and said nothing.


    I let out a slow sigh. What, had I thought that one simple conversation could miraculously heal the damage Ruslan had caused? I should know better, having endured my own wounds that took years to fade. I tried to think what Sethan had done, back when I’d been nearly as fucked up as Kiran.


    He’d never pushed me too hard. He’d said his piece and then backed off so I had time to chew it over.


    “You hungry?” I asked Kiran, carefully mild. Eyes still averted, he shook his head.


    A lie, but not one I would call him on. “Well, I am. I’ll find out if we have any food left.” I picked up my pace. Lena and Cara were walking close together, murmuring to each other. When I approached, Lena broke off and turned to me.


    “Is Kiran all right?”


    “Of course he’s not all right,” I said. “Ruslan’s left his head in a mess, and not from spellwork. Still, he’s muddling along the best he can. He’s got something he needs to tell you about his amulet. If he balks, come talk to me. But whatever he says, don’t either of you stop walking until we sight this Shaikar-cursed temple.”


    Lena fell back, wearing a worried little frown. I checked to make sure Kiran didn’t slow when he saw her waiting for him. To his credit, his pace didn’t change.


    “Good move, forcing them to talk,” Cara said. “Though I’d sure like to know what’s going on, especially if it has to do with Ruslan or demons. That was one intense conversation you and Kiran were having.”


    I explained what Kiran had said about temple, Ruslan, and amulet, and his insistence that his casting hadn’t endangered us. “I swear I saw a pattern on the rock, but maybe it was just me being jumpy. For the rest…well. You ever wish you could give someone a charm that’d heal wounds of the soul, not just the body? Like a pains-ease, only different…a past-ease.”


    “Believe me, I’ve wished that,” Cara said, giving me a level look.


    I traced gentle fingers down her arm, and she took my hand. Just that simple contact made my blood leap in my veins. I let myself remember what it was like to touch all of her, my hands gliding over tawny skin, her body moving supple and sure over mine…


    My stomach growled, yanking me back into the worries of the present. “Do we have any food left?”


    “Gave most of it to Melly and Lena, but I saved a last strip of jerky for you. We’ll have to hunt tonight. Let’s hope this temple has some nice fat lizards.”


    “I’d settle for no demons or blood mages.” Suliyya grant Kiran was right about Ruslan deciding to lurk in wait rather than attack straight off. If not, my one hope was that Ruslan didn’t know Lena was with us. The demon chasing us had never gotten a good look at her.


    Cara dug out the jerky strip, which felt pitifully meager as I gnawed it. Teo was setting a good pace, with Melly bounding along close on his heels. Behind us, Kiran and Lena were talking in staccato mutters. Didn’t sound like much reconciliation was happening, but at least they were walking at a decent speed while they argued.


    Teo and Melly rounded another bend—and promptly started yelling, Melly’s voice carrying high over Teo’s. “Cara, Dev, everybody, come and see!”


    Cara was already running. I took off after her, every nerve on alert.


    Beyond the bend was a sight that stopped me dead. Our slot ended in a pour-off high on the side of a deeper canyon. And gods, what a canyon! The gorge was at least a mile wide. Cliffs reared skyward in massive ramparts topped by fantastically sculpted fins and spires, glowing scarlet in the sun’s last light. At the canyon’s distant head, the gossamer thread of a waterfall shimmered in the shadows, stretching from a dark opening in the cliff to the canyon floor hundreds of feet below. The infamous vanished river, I assumed, except in this stretch of canyon it hadn’t vanished yet. A fat stream looped in lazy whorls along the canyon’s broad bottom. The river must plunge underground again farther downstream. Such plentiful water was a welcome sight after weeks of parched desert.


    But no vegetation lined the stream’s banks. From the stream to halfway up the canyon walls, the stone was scorched black and utterly barren. From what Kiran said, Ruslan had burned the canyon well over a decade ago, yet not even a single swordplant had regrown in all that time.


    Kiran caught my arm. “There!” he cried, turning me to look down-canyon.


    Deep in the shadow of a massive undercut on the canyon’s far side, an entire warren of stone buildings spilled toward the river. Walls and roofs were carved in strangely fluid curves instead of hard angles. All of it was charred the same lifeless black as the rest of the canyon, but the buildings looked intact. Except right in the heart of the warren, where rubble fanned out in a radial pattern, like some enormous fist had once punched up through the stone.


    Kiran’s fingers bit deep into my bicep. “The temple.”
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    “That’s not a temple, it’s a fucking city,” Dev said. “I hope you’ve some idea of where this vault lies, or searching could take weeks. Which Ruslan’s sure not going to give us.”


    Kiran had not realized the temple compound was so large. The splintered memories he retained encompassed only a few places: the room he’d shared with Jain and Ralia, the bone mage’s chambers, the great sanctum with the dais and the flame, plus a few hazy impressions of the sunny, noisy quarters shared by the younger children. Yet a silent soul-quake of recognition had rocked him the instant he laid eyes on the shadowed sprawl of buildings. The rubble at their heart marked where Ruslan had shattered the sanctum’s roof and carried him away from the confluence’s destruction.


    Not long ago, that thought would have brought only pain. Now, his breath came fast with anticipation.


    “Give me the spyglass,” Kiran said. “I remember enough to know the bone mage’s workroom wasn’t far from that ruined area. If I can find the right spot to enter the intact halls beyond the rubble, I can lead us to the vault.” His childish feet had been forced to walk the path between sanctum and workroom so many times that even with his memories in tatters, sheer habit ought to guide his steps.


    Cara dug the spyglass out of her pack. Kiran scanned past fractured stone slabs to serpentine walls and domed roofs. His short legs had ached from climbing stairs…the bone mage’s chambers had been up from the sanctum. The temple’s uppermost reaches consisted of a single labyrinthine building with no obvious doorways. The main entry must have been through the sanctum, which was no good option, but he did spy some dark holes of windows that might give access.


    Dev asked Lena, “You feel anyone lurking down there?”


    Questing threads of magic had long since arrowed out of the armored blaze of her ikilhia. Kiran had to admire her finesse. Her spell slipped through the dead emptiness of the canyon’s aether without causing any telltale echoes.


    “I sense no sign of life in the canyon,” she said. “The only spells I’ve found are the bone mage’s surviving veils anchored beyond the canyon rims. But it’s possible Ruslan could shield himself from me, much as his charms hid the black-daggers.”


    Beside her, Teo stood perfectly still, his head cocked as if straining to listen. The gossamer gates to his ikilhia were thrown open dangerously wide.


    Kiran lowered the spyglass. “You shouldn’t leave yourself so vulnerable.”


    Teo said, “From what you’ve shown me of Ruslan, I hardly think any defenses I might attempt would help me. If I leave nothing impeding my senses, I’ll have a better chance of sensing spellwork in time to give warning.”


    Kiran had far more faith in Lena’s trained seeking, but he didn’t want to say he thought Teo too weak to be helpful. This was the first time he’d seen Teo willingly use any part of his talent.


    Kiran said, “I’ve scouted a route that will let us skirt the rubble and enter the halls beyond. We just need to get down this cliff.” It was so frustrating to be limited to nathahlen means of travel. He wanted to cast and soar straight across the canyon to the temple’s ruined heart, not set painfully slow rappels.


    Dev reached for the rope, but Melly called to him, “Look, there are stairs!” She was perched right at the edge of the pour-off, leaning out into the yawning void with an outrider’s casual confidence.


    Hoping Melly remembered she could no longer fly, Kiran edged forward to look. “Stairs” proved to be an optimistic exaggeration. A series of chipped depressions led down the cliff, which was slick and streaked with mud where floodwaters had spilled.


    “I might need the rope,” Teo said, eyeing the dizzying drop.


    Kiran might have shared the sentiment if not for the urgency growing with every beat of his heart. The scarlet blaze of the canyon’s opposite ramparts was fading, shadows creeping ever higher as the sun sank behind sculpted stone. Kiran could wait no longer; he sat on the pour-off’s lip, ready to roll onto his stomach and wedge his boots into the first depressions.


    Dev caught his shoulder and hauled him back. “You let me go first. I don’t care how desperate you are to find this vault, you stay within arm’s reach of me, Cara, or Lena. I’m not giving Ruslan the least chance to cast something nasty at you without breaking his vow.”


    “He won’t cast. Not yet.” Ruslan never struck in haste when waiting might serve him more. His cold, deadly patience was his most dangerous quality.


    Cara planted herself in his way. “You may think you know Ruslan, but I don’t like to depend on guesswork. What if you’re wrong, and he’s lying in wait? There’s not a scrap of cover in that canyon. Anyone inside the temple is going to see us coming long before we arrive.”


    She wasn’t looking at Melly or even Dev, but Kiran knew how much she must fear for them. “If I’m wrong, then Lena must defend us. If her strength isn’t enough…” He fingered his amulet and sighed. “I won’t let you come to harm. Alhough I’d prefer my casting to be a last resort, and for Lena to first use what I can give her.” He darted a wary glance at Lena. He didn’t see how she could protest such a plan, but he’d found her anger in the slot equally baffling.


    Lena’s lips pressed tight, but she nodded.


    Teo said, “You don’t have to depend only on Lena. If we are attacked, I will do all I can to aid her in shielding you.”


    Kiran could not have been more startled if Lena announced she wanted to learn blood magic. “Are you saying you would cast?” Listening to the aether was one thing, but he had never guessed Teo would so swiftly agree to actual spellwork.


    “My soul is already damned,” Teo said, with an awkward shrug that did not hide his pain at the prospect. “Also…I no longer find certainty so easy to come by. I cast to protect Zadikah, though she is far from innocent.” He looked at Melly. “I can’t turn aside when a child needs my protection even more.”


    “I’m not a baby,” Melly muttered, but subsided when Dev aimed a kick at her ankle.


    “Thank you,” Lena said quietly to Teo. “I know how difficult this is for you.” Her dark eyes were filled not only with sympathy but respect. Sudden pain lanced Kiran’s heart. Maybe she’d once looked at him that way in Tamanath, during the days of their budding friendship that he could not recall. But that was before Ninavel. Nothing he could ever do would erase his murder of Stevannes. Nor should it. He did not believe in damnation like Teo, but neither did he believe that taking a life should carry no consequences.


    “We need to go,” Kiran said.


    This time nobody protested. Dev swung over the lip of the pour-off with his usual smooth grace and started down the cliff. Kiran followed, doing his best to pretend he was climbing down a sturdy ladder instead of nerve-wrackingly slick and sloping holds.


    The temple was a silent, beckoning presence urging him to move faster. Almost, he could imagine the bone mage speaking to him across the years in a voice made of ash and dust: Last of the temple’s children, come and take my secrets. I was once your tormentor, but now I offer you salvation.


    It seemed an eternity before everyone descended the cliff, and longer yet before Kiran forded the canyon’s shallow, surprisingly cold stream and faced the outer ranks of the temple’s sinuous buildings. No outer wall guarded the grounds, only a line of seared, crumbling statues, far too damaged for Kiran to tell if they represented humans or demons. At the midpoint of the line sat a massive lump of silver, misshapen as if it had melted in the magefire’s heat and then cooled back into solidity. A flash of memory hit him: a gleaming sculpture in the shape of a razor-edged, leaping flame, the base covered in carmine flowers, their sweet scent so powerful it clogged his nose and throat.


    No flowers now, only lifeless stone and metal under a fast-darkening sky. Kiran pointed between two buildings with sides as fluted and smooth as wind-eroded boulders. “This way.”


    Lena took the lead, her hands raised and her rings glimmering with magelight. Melly slunk cat-footed after her, shepherded by Cara and Teo. Dev had apparently been in perfect earnest about not letting Kiran out of arm’s reach. Ever since leaving the cliff, he’d crowded so close that Kiran had to take care not to bump into him.


    At first, Kiran had found it a touch exasperating, but now he was glad. Ascending the eerily barren pathways of the temple, he felt like a phantom in one of the visions he’d endured as a child. As if only the thinnest of veils separated him from his former self, and any moment he might step back in time and find himself that frightened boy again, his life as a mage nothing more than a mad child’s dream. The reassuringly familiar candleflicker of Dev’s ikilhia was an anchor holding him to the present. Even so, he half-expected to step in blood creeping dark over the stone, glimpse the shadow of a slouching beast, hear the laughter of scorpions…


    But the temple remained silent and empty. Nothing showed in the glow of Lena’s rings but blackened stone. Sometimes slagged streaks of metal glistened under dark openings where shutters and doors had melted in the magefire’s heat. No evidence remained of the men and women who had once lived inside, not even ash. That cramped Kiran’s heart with helpless sorrow; not for the adults, but for the temple’s other children. They had died with nothing to mark their presence in the world, as if they had never existed at all, and no one had mourned them. Until now. But how could he honor them when he barely remembered them?


    By making sure no more children burned at Ruslan’s whim. Kiran forced his thoughts away from the acid well of the past and onto more practical paths.


    In the demon realm, he had succeeded in creating a gateway between realms. The scarred demon had said he needed an anchor to safely cross. He’d felt the demon send him to Dev. He’d likewise felt the ssarez-kai inside the unfortunate scholar rip open its escape route. If he could decipher how the demons controlled their travel, the way he had deciphered the twist of energies necessary to create a gate…


    He was skirting rubble now, giant tumbled blocks of stone that were outlined sharp against a lavender-and-rose twilit sky. Beyond a collapsed colonnade, intact walls reared up beneath the great arch of the cliff’s undercut. High on the closest wall was an oval window like a black, watching eye.


    Kiran pointed. “We need to climb in there.” The window was several bodylengths up the wall. He’d assumed Dev or Cara could easily climb to reach the curved sill, but what he had not seen through the spyglass was the quality of the rock. All the stone here was a slick, flawless black, as if the magefire had been so powerful near its source as to transmute rock to glass.


    Dev slid questing fingers over the glossy surface and drew his hand back, frowning. “Lena. I need better light.”


    Lena stepped up beside him, her rings glowing silver.


    “No handholds,” Cara said, joining them. “And your boots’ll never grip.”


    “Maybe if I stand on your shoulders…” Dev squinted up at the window.


    “Maybe that would work if you were a few feet taller,” Cara said. “We might be able to find a route up the rubble to reach the roof, but that’ll take time. Much faster if Lena casts to lift you.”


    Melly abandoned Teo to catch Dev’s arm. “Lena doesn’t have to waste her magic. Dev, you’re not so old you’ve forgotten a Tainter’s tricks, have you? Kip me up there.”


    Kiran had no idea what she meant, and from Cara’s puzzled glance, she didn’t either. But Dev’s teeth flashed white in a sharp, sudden grin.


    “I remember, kid. We’ll try that, but…” He turned to Lena, his grin fading. “You’re sure you feel nothing up there that could hurt her.”


    “You know I’d warn you if I did,” Lena said. “But if you can’t do the climb, I don’t see how she can manage.”


    “Watch.” Dev crouched and braced his hands on his knees. Melly backed the length of the courtyard until rubble stopped her.


    She burst into a run, charging straight for Dev. When she reached him, she leaped up and vaulted off his bent back, even as he shoved hard off the ground with an explosive grunt of effort.


    Melly catapulted higher than Kiran would have thought possible. She smacked into the wall just below the window, her hands scrabbling for the sill. She caught the edge, swung a heel up and hooked it, and in a trice levered herself through the oval.


    Jubilant, she called, “Throw me the rope and I’ll anchor it for you.”


    Looking around at her amazed audience, Dev’s grin reappeared, broader than ever. “Who says you need the Taint to fly? Nice work, kid.”


    The glow from Lena’s rings wasn’t enough to show Melly’s expression, but Kiran could imagine her beaming with pride. Memory sank its thorns in his heart; how many times had he felt just that way after receiving a compliment from Ruslan?


    Melly’s pride and admiration would never be poisoned. She was lucky in Dev, and Kiran did not begrudge her one bit of that fortune. As for himself…he was not a child; he did not need a mentor. He should shut away the past.


    But first, he would use it. When he climbed through the window into the dark corridor beyond, Kiran let his sense of unreality deepen. He embraced phantom glimpses of the halls he’d once walked, bright with magelight, the blood-red, unburned stone carved into abstract but mesmerizing patterns. He summoned the sour man’s crushing grip that had pushed him along no matter how he cried or stumbled, and let his feet follow that guide. Left, then right, up an interminable set of stairs, right again, colors pulsing at the back of his eyes, threatening to crawl over his vision—


    “Hold.” Lena’s sharp whisper yanked him free of memory. Kiran halted, his heart hammering. He’d reached the atrium outside the bone mage’s chambers. Her workroom door was mere yards away, an arched black opening behind a knee-high slagpile of copper. The wall surrounding the doorway was deeply pitted and scarred; the bone mage’s wards had burned out with explosive force when the confluence’s unbound magic blasted through them. The domed ceiling of the atrium was scarred by cracks and even ragged holes that provided a glimpse of star-choked sky.


    But Kiran sensed no lingering magic, nothing beyond his barriers that would cause Lena’s hesitation. Dev was right at his shoulder, tension evident in his rough, rapid breaths.


    “What’s wrong?” Kiran whispered to Lena.


    She edged into the atrium with her barriers layered tight. “Traces in the aether, very faint. As if spillover lingers from a powerful spell cast some time ago. But I sense no remaining spellwork; the traces have almost faded. If the canyon was not so dead of magic, I would have missed them entirely.”


    Kiran cursed the need to hold his barriers. He couldn’t feel a thing. He glanced back at Teo, who shook his head, his hands tight on Melly’s shoulders.


    “I can give you no better information. What little skill I had in tracework is long blunted.”


    Kiran asked Lena, “Would you show me what you feel?” He knew the taste of Ruslan’s magic well enough to discern it even through the filter of Lena’s senses, if she were willing to venture blood contact.


    Lena moved closer, extending a hand. They both bore enough scrapes and cuts from climbing that no knife would be necessary.


    “Wait,” Dev said abruptly. “Lena, go back where you were. I need your light to see…Cara, is that a footprint? Right in front of that slagheap.”


    Fine-grained grit coated the atrium’s stone floor, doubtless blown in by the wind through the ceiling’s gaping holes. At the base of the melted mound of copper, sand had drifted into miniature rippled dunes. At the edge of one such dune was a blurred mark, though Kiran hadn’t Cara’s skill as a hunter to know if it was truly made by a foot.


    Cara eased forward with Lena following right behind. She crouched next to the mark. “Definitely a footprint. Awfully small print for a man as tall as Ruslan, though.”


    Kiran had a terrible suspicion whose print it was. “Lena, quickly, show me the traces.”


    She took his hand. Through her mage-sight, he glimpsed a subtle shimmer of violet, dark and deep and horribly familiar.


    Kiran’s ikilhia boiled up to batter at his barriers. “Lizaveta.”


    The others turned to stare at him. “But she’s dead,” Dev said. “Please tell me that’s still true.”


    “She’s dead.” Kiran’s heart hammered at a fever pace. Yet the rest of him was cold, so cold, just like when she’d stabbed him. He fought to think logically. The traces were days old, not weeks. “She must have translocated here before she went to the black-daggers’ sacred pools.” Kiran had counted on Ruslan’s arrogance preventing him from finding the bone mage’s concealed vault. Lizaveta, like Ruslan, would never protect valuable information with mere nathahlen methods. But Lizaveta, subtle, cunning Lizaveta, might not make her mage-brother’s error of assuming all mages thought as she did.


    If she had discovered the vault—


    Kiran wanted nothing more than to charge inside the bone mage’s chambers. He was desperate to discover if his one hope remained, or if it had been stolen from him. Instead, he forced himself to caution. Whatever Lizaveta had done, he was days too late to prevent.


    “You’re certain you feel no other spellwork?” he asked Lena.


    “Nothing so far. But please, stay back.” Lena released his hand and moved for the workroom’s dark entryway.


    Teo shoved past Kiran, calling to her, “Let me go first. If there’s a trap spell like the one in Cadah’s cave, best if you aren’t the one caught in it.”


    Lena hesitated, but she let him pass. Teo paused in the doorway. He cupped his hands and blew gently over them. A weak ripple of magic brushed Kiran’s barriers, and a spark of bronze-tinted light glimmered into existence above Teo’s palms.


    Only a magelight, and yet Kiran’s breath caught in wistful sorrow. He’d thought Teo’s beliefs foolishly rigid. Yet to see Teo cast, knowing how fiercely he had clung to his principles and for how long—it felt like a loss.


    Teo edged inside the bone mage’s chambers. The little spark of magelight was too dim for Kiran to see anything of what lay inside. He waited, his chest tight.


    After a long, awful silence, Teo’s voice floated out. “Kiran. You can come inside.”


    Just that, quiet and grim, but Kiran knew with bleak certainty what Teo had found. He vaulted straight over the slagged copper and ran through the doorway.


    The workroom was as barren as the rest of the temple. Stone tables and shelves held only amorphous lumps of cooled, magic-dead metal. The strange, spiraling pattern on the workroom’s back wall that had haunted his dreams was gone, charred into invisibility.


    The massive block of stone that formed the vault door had been pulverized to crumbled shards, leaving the vault yawning open. Teo’s magelight glimmered inside.


    “No,” Kiran said, in bitter, furious denial. “No.”


    “It’s not empty,” Teo said. “But the bone mage’s journals you spoke of, leatherbound with silver clasps—well. Come look.”


    Kiran ducked under the stone lintel. The vault was a rough cavern ten paces across, lined with shelves chipped into the rock. Ranks of books crowded the nearer shelves, but the back shelves held only thick gray drifts of ash.


    “Lizaveta burned the journals?” Kiran said, startled. He’d assumed she would have given the vault’s contents to Ruslan. But her attempt to kill Kiran in the cave might not have been her first act of sabotage.


    “Maybe.” Teo held up a slug of silver. “I found this in the ash. Could be the remains of the clasps you spoke of. I don’t see any other books that match your description of the journals. You’re certain they weren’t ward-sealed?”


    “Yes,” Kiran said. “But Ruslan wouldn’t know that. He would assume the ash was from warded books that burned when the confluence did. He would never guess Lizaveta destroyed them herself.”


    “If she destroyed them.” Dev crouched in the doorway, Lena peering over his shoulder. “Maybe she took them off elsewhere and left this ash so Ruslan wouldn’t think anything was missing. Maybe she wanted the weapon for herself, and that’s why she turned against him.”


    “No,” Kiran said. Lizaveta’s love for Ruslan had been terribly real. He’d experienced the overwhelming force of it in her final cry of warning. “She was afraid for him.”


    Lena said, “If something about the demons’ weapon is so dangerous it frightened a blood mage, that doesn’t fill me with confidence.”


    “We don’t know what Lizaveta read,” Kiran protested. “Maybe she discovered something else about the demons that worried her.” He pressed his hands to his eyes, struggling to rein in the wild swirl of his ikilhia. If ever he needed to think clearly, it was now. “Teo, what of these other books?” Much of the lettering on the spines appeared Varkevian, though he spotted a few Kennish titles, the words difficult to make out in the uncertain glimmer of Teo’s magelight. Kiran leaned closer to the shelves, squinting. Travels among the Kaithan Tribes…A Schema for Enhancing Talent in Mage-born Children…


    Kiran reached for that book. Teo was already flipping through another, his fingers careful on the cracked, yellowed pages.


    “Someone’s marked specific passages in this,” he said. “It’s a healer’s journal. Written in Adhavar, which is an older dialect of Varkevian, but I learned enough in the collegium that I can muddle through… ‘One of the more curious cases of dementia I treated in Prosul Shadari was a woman who claimed to have bargained with demons. She suffered from a wasting of the body that would not respond to any of my potions, but few such sicknesses do. The fantasies of her dying delirium were unusual for their vivid imagination. She spoke of Shaikar’s hells not as lightless pits, but as a strange and beautiful realm of crystal sand where the air was full of colored veils…’”


    “She saw true,” Kiran said, remembering sky-streamers of cobalt and lavender and emerald. “The question is if she saw anything I didn’t.” He turned to Dev. “I know how much you fear to waste time, but give Teo and me a chance to search these remaining books. Bargaining with the scarred demon may be the only course left. But the more knowledge I have, the better a bargain I can make.”


    “I won’t argue with that,” Dev said. “But Kiran…read fast.”


    “We all will.” Lena squeezed past Dev into the vault. She took down a book, careful as Teo had been, and gave Kiran a little smile. “You don’t remember the days we spent in the guesthouse library during your confinement by the Council. But I assure you, I can devour books every bit as fast as Ruslan trained you to do.”


    Kiran forced an answering smile, though his gut was a mass of ice. For all his brave words to Dev, he was far from certain they’d find anything beyond hints and half-truths. Soon you will beg to take my offer, the scarred demon had said. If Kiran agreed to a kin-bond, he dreaded how the demon might use it. Yet if that was the only way…


    He shouldn’t leap to that assumption. Dev pulled off miracles all the time. Could Kiran not do the same?


    “Would you mind casting a proper magelight out in the workroom?” Kiran asked Lena, and pulled books from the shelves, grimly determined. If there was an alternative, he would find it.


    


    * * *


    


    (Dev)


    


    I paced the atrium for the thousandth time, my feet scuffing in the grit. Back and forth and back again through the silver bar of magelight stretching out the workroom doorway. The scrape of turning pages and an occasional mutter of voices were the only sounds from within. Kiran, Teo, and Lena had been poring over books for hours. I ought to be resting like Melly, who was curled tight on a blanket in the workroom’s back corner.


    I couldn’t sleep, not until Cara got back. She’d left to hunt some hours before and insisted on going alone over all my protests. The ssarez-kai and Ruslan are watching you, not me, she’d said. Lena’s got to protect you all, and I’m not taking Teo away when Kiran can’t read Varkevian. Hunting’s a risk, but if I don’t take it, Lena will drain all her strength in keeping us from starving.


    Cara did have a signaling charm that we’d taken off the dead black-daggers. Lena had cast to fix the charm so that if Cara sparked it, Lena would hear her cry for aid. It didn’t stop worry from burning a hole in my gut. She’d been gone so long. Yeah, hunting was slow, and she’d have to climb toward the canyon rim to find any wildlife. But the sky visible through the gaps in the dome was growing pale. If she wasn’t back by the time the sun rose, I would demand Lena cast to find her.


    Another scuff of footsteps—someone was approaching the atrium. I tensed, my eyes on the dark arch of the entrance. That sounded like Cara’s measured stride, but the black blotch I saw moving in the shadows didn’t look right, the top misshapen and bulky. I backed toward the workroom, ready to yell for the mages.


    Cara stepped into the atrium. Slung over her shoulders was a hideous mass of black scales and clawed limbs.


    “Khalmet’s bloodsoaked hand! You took down a nightclaw lizard with nothing more than a belt knife?” Nightclaws were half as big as a man and whipsnake fast, with a viciously poisonous bite. Supposedly they weren’t bad eating so long as you cut off the claws and head before curing the meat, but I’d certainly never wanted to find out.


    “That and my wits.” Cara heaved the lizard onto the atrium’s stone. “Tricked it into a spot where I could pin it with a boulder and then use my knife. A lucky find, though first I had to climb near to the canyon rim. I was beginning to despair of finding anything bigger than a hopmouse.”


    “And you say I’m crazy.” I dodged the nightclaw’s body to peer at the blood darkening her leathers. “Are you hurt? Did it bite you?”


    Cara snorted. “What kind of hunter do you think I am?”


    “Sorry,” I said, silently promising Khalmet I’d make good on all the offerings I’d been vowing to make him. “Been a long night stuck here with nothing to do but worry. Thought I might go mad before you got back.”


    “Now you know how I felt when I had to sit in the Alathian embassy while you ran around Ninavel getting buildings dumped on your head.” She glanced at the magelit workroom. “How are they going?”


    “Still reading. Here, there’s some blood on your face.” I gently wiped a streak off her cheekbone with my sleeve. Oh gods, I was so glad to see her safe.


    I leaned in and stole a slow, sweet kiss. She pulled me close and turned the kiss into something that left me wishing desperately we had more privacy than the atrium could provide. I wanted nothing more than to peel off every scrap of the clothes hiding her skin. Hell, we were sort of private here. Maybe the others would be too busy with their books to notice. I tugged her shirt from her belt and slid my hands beneath the fabric. Soft skin over hard muscle—gods, I loved the feel of her. My fingers traced over her stomach, moving higher—


    “Dev.” She caught my hands. “Oh, damn it, I have to tell you—I don’t want kids.”


    “What?” I blinked at her, confused. “Is something wrong with your dry-womb charm?” I’d felt the cool metal of the stud still firmly fixed in her navel. The charms Ninavel women used to stop their courses and avoid pregnancy had to be replaced like any other charm when the magic wore out, but if that was the issue, I didn’t see why she couldn’t ask Lena…


    “No—charm’s still fine. I meant I don’t want kids ever. If you’re thinking of a contract with me, I thought you should know. I’ve seen how you are with Melly and Janek.”


    I said the first stupid thing that popped into my head. “But you like Melly and Janek.”


    “Didn’t say I didn’t like kids. I like them just fine, especially when they’re old enough to reason with. I just don’t want to birth them. Some women like tending infants. I’m not one of them. Also…you and I can choose to love each other despite the risks we take. Kids don’t get to choose their parents. I couldn’t enjoy climbing with you if I had to fear that Shaikar taking us would leave a child unprotected and alone.”


    I understood her fear. Ninavel was no good city for orphans. But…“Cara, I promised Sethan about Melly. Even if I hadn’t, I can’t—maybe she’s not mine, but I still care about her like she was—”


    “No, no—I’m not talking about Melly. I care about her too, and she’s old enough to handle herself if we die. What I’m talking about is…future kids. If you decide you want any, you’ll either need a different partner or be willing to take a second one, and I know you’re not the sort who’d find Varkevian-style partnership easy.” She ventured a grin. “Well, mostly not. A shame Kiran can’t bear children.”


    Despite her teasing tone, a real question lay in her eyes. I shot a glance at the workroom doorway and lowered my voice. “I’m not angling to make him a bed-partner.” Much as I might enjoy that. Hell, given Kiran’s looks, I’d need ice in my veins not to be stirred by the idea of sharing his bed, and I certainly wasn’t ice-blooded. Even if now that I knew what all that exotic beauty was meant to mimic, I couldn’t help feeling unsettled as well as appreciative. But that wasn’t my reason.


    “Last thing he needs is someone pulling him into bed,” I told Cara. “What he needs are friends who’ll stand by him without the least hint of wanting something in return."


    “Hmm.” Her grin turned wicked. “If that changes, ask him if he’ll let me join the fun. Or at least watch. You two would be quite the sight.”


    Join. Gods. A vision of that jolted straight to my groin. I buried the image, fast, remembering Kiran’s flinches whenever bedplay was brought up, his strained, anguished voice saying, I let Ruslan and Lizaveta…


    “Don’t you say that to him,” I told Cara, dead serious. “Don’t even tease. He doesn’t—” need any reminders, I almost said, but swallowed it in time. “Doesn’t need that kind of talk.”


    She hadn’t seen as much of Ruslan and Kiran as I had, but she likely guessed what I was being careful not to say. Her grin gone, she nodded. “I’ll play it gentle with him.” A hint of mischief returned to her eyes. “But can I tease you?”


    “Anytime,” I assured her, but the tension in her muscles didn’t ease. Was she still worried I might reconsider our partnership because she didn’t want children? “Look, about kids…I never expected to live long enough to have any.” Maybe I still wouldn’t, but I didn’t want to think about Ruslan. And I’d give up a lot more than some nebulous future fatherhood to have Cara at my side.


    “Cara—I want you for a partner. On whatever terms you set.”


    The smile that lit her face was so bright I’d forever treasure the memory of it. “Whatever terms? Now you’re tempting me to take advantage.” She slid a hand behind my neck and pulled me in for another devouring kiss. I took her hips, ready to show her just how eager I was to be taken advantage of—


    Someone cleared a throat, and we jumped apart like embarrassed kids. Mostly I was praying that if our visitor was Kiran, he hadn’t heard any of our talk about him.


    Thank Khalmet, it was Lena standing in the atrium, eyeing the dead nightclaw lizard with an expression that said, I’m not even going to ask.


    “Any news?” I asked, half-hopeful, half-annoyed. After all these hours, couldn’t she have waited a little longer?


    “Nothing you’ll like.” Lena took our arms and drew us to the far side of the atrium. “Dev, I know you’ve been pushing for Kiran to make an alliance with the demon that killed Lizaveta. But the more I read about demons, the more I fear this isn’t the right path. When Marten begged me to keep Kiran out of demon hands, I don’t think he meant just the ssarez-kai. In all I’ve read tonight, bargains with demons lead only to suffering and death.”


    “You think I don’t know it’s a hell of a risk? But we’re going against a blood mage, Lena. Defeating Ruslan is like—like—” I thought of Pello’s bitter rebuttal when I’d suggested that Lord Sechaveh simply kill a blood mage threatening Ninavel. “Like trying to snuff out the sun. It’s not going to happen without some serious help. Sometimes to bring down one enemy you have to risk using another.”


    “No! Dev, listen. In Ninavel, Marten thought he could manage the risk, but he was wrong. We should have chosen another path. Here, now, we face another crossroads. We can take the path that seems more certain, and find it comes with a terrible price. Or we can find a better course. One that’s harder, but safer.”


    Cara was nodding. I wanted to agree, but… “What if there isn’t another way?”


    “There is,” Kiran said.


    I jerked around. He was standing in the workroom doorway with an open book in his hands, and gods, the blaze of triumph on his face—


    “You found something about the weapon?” Hope rose in me like the dawning sun.


    “Not that.” Kiran brandished the book at us. “I know how to cross between realms. Listen: ‘When summoning Shaikar’s children, a mage must be careful to obscure the pattern of his or her soul. Otherwise, the creatures can use it ever afterward as a lodestone for their translocation, much as a mage might use blood or bone to key a seeking spell.’ That’s how the demon used Dev—not just to anchor the crossing, but as a means to propel my travel. Now I understand how, I could do the same with anyone whose ikilhia I know well enough.”


    I didn’t understand all that, but one part I grasped. “You’re saying you can blink yourself over to Ruslan. But then what? Stab him in the heart? Zap him with a spell?”


    Kiran laughed, short and sharp. “If the ssarez-kai are protecting him, I doubt I could reach him without them intercepting me. No. I’m saying that I don’t need to bargain with the scarred demon because I can reach another source of information. One who may know exactly where Ashkiza’s weapon is hidden in Alathia and what protections the Council set to guard it.”


    Beside me, Lena sucked in a shocked breath. “You’re saying—”


    “Marten.” Kiran stepped over the dead nightclaw without even looking at it. His smile was as darkly satisfied as one of Ruslan’s. “I’m going to rescue Marten from the Council.”
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    (Dev)


    


    Astounded, I said, “Rescue Marten? Not just go talk to him, but bring him here?” Could Kiran really whisk Marten away from the Council the way Vidai had snatched Melly in Ninavel?


    Cara was frowning in confusion. “I thought ordinary mages couldn’t survive the demon realm.”


    Kiran said, “If Marten agrees to let me within his barriers, I believe I can shield his ikilhia with my own. If he’s no longer in danger of the Council’s judgment and prefers to remain in Alathia, then I’ll simply ask for information. But if he faces execution—Lena, I can save him.”


    As if by saving Marten’s life, he could make up for taking Stevan’s? I wondered how much of this plan was born out of guilt.


    Lena’s mouth had fallen open. “That’s…a bold plan, but I have many concerns. For one, how would you even reach the demon realm? If you go to an earth-current, the ssarez-kai may be lying in wait to capture you.”


    “I don’t need an earth-current,” Kiran told her.


    Lena’s brows drew sharply together. “You intend to cross from inert ground? The demon inside the scholar had to murder its human host to raise the necessary power.”


    “I don’t need to kill anyone. All I need is…” He turned to me, and his dark confidence cracked into something far more shy and uncertain. “You. If you’re willing to help me.”


    “What?” I boggled at him, more confused than ever. “How? I’m no mage.”


    “Your bond to the confluence.” He spoke in an earnest, passionate rush. “I used it once to save your life, and after, the scarred demon reminded me that channels work both ways. If you and I were linked by a blood-binding, then I could use the demonfire in my ikilhia to draw confluence energy through your bond without harm for either of us.”


    “Blood-binding?” Oh, I didn’t like the sound of this.


    “I won’t hurt you. Can’t hurt you. Nor would I ever use the binding in any way for which you did not give consent. This wouldn’t be a slave-binding such as Simon Levanian cast on his servants, or even a bone-binding. Just a simple link between your ikilhia and mine. I already discussed it with Teo.” Kiran turned to the doorway, where Teo stood watching us. “You agreed such a binding wouldn’t harm Dev.”


    “I said the binding itself wouldn’t hurt him,” Teo said. “I didn’t say I thought your plan a good idea. For you to reach the confluence through Dev, Lena would have to remove her block.”


    “If he’s bound to me, I can protect him,” Kiran said.


    My head was reeling. “You can’t cast. Ruslan will pounce on you.”


    “Lena could cast the blood-binding. Afterward—when I cast to cross into the demon realm, yes, Ruslan will feel it. But the demon told Lizaveta: No spell you cast can follow me into our fire. Before Ruslan can strike, you and I will be out of his reach. First in the demon realm and then behind Alathia’s wards. When we return, I can use Lena as my anchor.”


    “You want to take Dev to Alathia.” Cara gripped my arm as if she feared Kiran meant to snatch me into the demon realm right that instant.


    “I must,” Kiran said. “With Dev at my side, not only can I cross between realms, I can draw upon the confluence to defend against the Watch. I can’t imagine Marten is unguarded.”


    “If he’s even alive. Hate to say it”—Cara threw an apologetic glance at Lena—“but it’s been weeks since his arrest. What if the Council already executed him?”


    Lena stiffened. “I know you think the Council’s judgments harsh, but they are never made in haste, and deliberations over Marten will be far from the Council’s top priority. They’ll be much more concerned with addressing the danger from Ruslan. But Kiran…” The struggle on her face was painful to see. Obvious how deeply she feared Marten’s fate and how tempted she was by Kiran’s offer to save him. “I take it you hope to avoid the ssarez-kai by entering their realm unexpectedly and crossing it so swiftly they haven’t time to take you. That’s too much of a gamble.”


    Kiran said, “My plan is dangerous, I don’t deny it. But even as Ruslan prepares his next strike against me, he’ll be planning how to take Ashkiza’s weapon, and he has all the knowledge of the ssarez-kai at his disposal. I don’t see any other way we can get ahead of him.”


    Lena stood silent, twisting at her rings. Teo was watching her like he was praying she’d come up with another plan. Cara hadn’t taken her gaze from Kiran, her expression wary and her fingers still biting into my arm.


    Me, I didn’t know what to think. Easy to see this could go hellishly wrong in a thousand ways. I’d heard Kiran talk about the confluence enough to know that if he fucked up pulling magic through me, we’d both be ash in an eyeblink.


    Kiran said, “Lena. At least cast the blood-binding and let me try to touch the confluence through Dev. That would let us know if my plan is even possible. That is, if…” He shot me another uncertain glance. “If you’re willing.”


    Well, fuck. What was I supposed to say? Don’t you dare cast that binding, I’ve got more than enough creepy magic lurking inside me? I felt like I had on my very first winter climb with Sethan, facing a fanged icefall I wasn’t sure I could ascend without ending up a bloody smear at the cliff’s base.


    Everybody was looking at me. I could see in Lena’s eyes that if I said yes, she’d cast.


    Cara said in my ear, “If you judge the risk too high, for any reason, there’s no shame in saying so.”


    Sometimes, Sethan had said, you’ve got to trust your rope-partner and make a climb on faith.


    I took a shaky breath and told Kiran, “You think this is the right call, I’ll take your binding.”


    “You’re certain.” Now he was the one looking all nervous. “The blood-binding won’t harm you, but if I misjudge what I draw from the confluence…”


    “For Khalmet’s sake, shut up before you talk me out of it.”


    


    * * *


    


    Morning sunlight lanced through the holes in the atrium’s domed roof like spears of golden magefire. The sky outside was a dry, dusty blue; already the atrium felt like an oven. Yet the heat that sent sweat trickling down my sides wasn’t near enough to warm the chill in my bones. The only thing that helped was Cara’s hand tight in mine. She stood silent at my side, but the solid, comforting pressure of her grip said more than words ever could.


    Kiran and Lena conferred at the atrium’s center, intent as outriders planning a route across avalanche-prone terrain. Teo sat against the atrium wall with Melly, who was still licking the remnants of breakfast off her fingers. Cara had insisted we eat before Lena cast the binding. The nightclaw was nothing but a pile of scaled skin and yellowed bones, and our packs were fat with spell-cured meat. I’d been too nervous to eat half as heartily as Melly, who’d attacked her portion like she hadn’t seen food in weeks, but I’d forced down enough to be sure I wouldn’t collapse from hunger. As long as what I’d eaten stayed down in my stomach.


    “Dev. We’re ready.” Lena beckoned me. A knife glinted bright in Kiran’s hand.


    My gut spasmed. Khalmet’s hand, you’d think I’d never been bound before. I forced myself to let go of Cara. She hugged me and whispered, “If you’ve changed your mind, it’s not too late to say so.”


    I wanted to answer with some joke or boast like I’d do before a climb, but I didn’t trust my voice. Instead, I kissed her. One brief taste of sweetness, enough to give me the strength to cross the stone to where Kiran and Lena waited.


    Kiran cut a line down the inside of his wrist. I held mine out to him and was proud my hand didn’t shake. A thin, sharp pain, and then he pressed his wrist against mine. I gripped his forearm with cold fingers. My sense of his presence abruptly strengthened, like the sun coming out from behind a cloud. Except this sun was in my head. I sucked in a breath through a throat that felt as narrow as a slip of straw.


    Lena laid her hands on our joined arms and sang a low, repetitive chant. A cool tingle of magic prickled over my skin. I shuddered, but didn’t pull away. The sense of Kiran grew brighter, stronger, until the world blurred. I saw him in front of me, pale and serious, but I saw myself too, panting, the whites of my eyes showing. Queasiness swept me; I struggled to force the world back the way it should be.


    Easy, Kiran said in my head, the thought accompanied by a wash of soothing calm. Fighting the link will only make the disorientation worse. I can help you if you let me.


    Behind his waves of calm lay nervous anticipation and granite-hard determination, and beyond that a black vortex of grief and fear and loss with something red and malignant glimmering right at its heart—


    Stop. He was panting as hard as I was. I can’t set restrictions on the binding, lest I hurt you. If you press me, I won’t stop you, but I’d prefer it if we left each other some privacy.


    I didn’t know how to pull back from him. He was bleeding into me and me into him and I wasn’t a mage, how could I possibly…?


    He stifled my panic with a firm blanket of calm. You don’t need to be a mage for something as simple as this. I’ve seen you prepare yourself before a difficult climb. You shut out fear and focus solely on your physical senses, right? Do that.


    I closed my eyes and took deep breaths from the gut. My lungs inflated and slowly released, not his lungs, mine. I noted the wet warmth of blood slicking my skin, the balance of my weight on my feet, the soft song of Lena’s chanting, and yes, I felt steadier now. But I couldn’t help thinking of the terrible storm I’d seen in Kiran. Was that red glimmer at its heart his mark-binding? Hell, and how was he able to deal with anything at all when he had that kind of mess churning inside?


    I knew the answer to that. He kept going because he had to. Just as I’d done in the days after my Change. Though left to my own devices, I might well have decided I didn’t want to live. It was Jylla who’d forced me to keep walking and talking and eating until one day I realized the black weight had become bearable.


    As you’ve done for me, Kiran thought. Such a tangled flood of gratitude and regret and apology accompanied the words that I couldn’t think of what to say in response. Then realized I didn’t have to say anything; he knew every damn thing I was feeling.


    Lena stopped singing. “The binding is complete, and I’ve removed the block on your bond to the confluence.” Her words sounded faint and faraway, much less real than the sense of Kiran right there in my head.


    Does it have to be like this all the time?


    Don’t worry, Kiran said, more apology and reassurance spilling into me. When we aren’t in physical contact, my amulet will block the bond. But now…


    Go ahead and try for the confluence, I told him. Fear leaped between us like lightning, mine mingling with his for me, but he damped it down. He went all cold and clear like a lake of icemelt. A trickle of that meltwater seeped into me, seeking something—


    I glimpsed a cord made of crackling indigo light that was rooted in my body like a snake with its fangs buried deep. Fear surged up again, all my own this time. Hastily, I focused on the physical world, praying I wasn’t distracting Kiran so much he’d fuck up and kill us both.


    A twinge inside me, like a hook joggled deep within my chest—and oh gods! An answering spark woke in the dead void in my mind where the Taint had once lived.


    Worry rippled up through Kiran’s icy clarity. Dev?


    Don’t stop. Do it again, do it again! I could barely form coherent thoughts, I was so overtaken by disbelieving hope.


    I can’t. Not if I hurt you. A score of memories followed, pulled right out of my own head: sharp agony cramping my gut as I hammered Ruslan into a tree, the charm that had reawakened the Taint gleaming bright on my wrist; me snatching for the charm as Kiran held it out of reach, shouting at me, The charm was killing you! Ruslan himself telling me, The charm works because of the damage caused; it is not a mere side effect.


    I didn’t care. You weren’t hurting me! Try again.


    He showed me spidery threads snaking up from the binding in my body to a scar deep in my mind. The threads were pulsing with new energy.


    Try again, I insisted, willing him to obey. Just to check. Maybe I imagined it. We won’t know for sure unless you do whatever you just did again.


    The lakewater of his thoughts stilled, and he reached into me. The spark burst to life in my head, swiftly growing brighter, joy exploding with it. I focused past Kiran’s white, intent face, wanting to try and lift something, anything, the smallest pebble would do. The Taint wasn’t like magic; no need for study and design and effort. All I had to do was reach with that gloriously alive part of my mind, and I could move things without touching them, smash wardlines to bits, even fly—but I should start small. I reached for a shard of stone by Lena’s foot and felt the old familiar twisting sensation in my head—


    Kiran yanked his arm from mine. Just like that, he was gone from my mind, as though a door had slammed between us. A door that’d snuffed the spark of the Taint into cold, dead ash.


    “Hey! I didn’t get to see if I could—”


    “I touched the confluence,” he said to Lena. “I can draw power. But when I did, Dev felt the Taint. Please, you must check him. I haven’t the knowledge to spot any damage.”


    I backed away from them. “Hold on. If you tell Kiran he’s hurting me, Ruslan’s binding won’t let him cast, will it? When he touched the confluence, it wasn’t like when I used Simon’s charm. Nothing hurt. I swear to you, I feel fine.” I wasn’t even lying. I felt great. Like I could leap up a mountain and soar right off the summit into the clouds.


    If Kiran drew on the confluence again, maybe I really could.


    Lena and the rest were staring at me like I’d gone mad. All but Melly, who jumped to her feet with her amber eyes gone huge and her expression caught halfway between wonder and pained longing. She understood.


    Cara said, “Dev, you—” She took a stride closer and peered at me. “Lena. His bruises are gone.”


    “What?” The cut on my arm had closed, but I’d assumed that was part of Lena finishing the binding.


    “He had a bruise here”—Cara touched my temple—“and plenty more on his elbows and forearms. They’re gone. All of them.”


    I peered at my arms. I’d banged them up pretty good in the slot, but Cara was right. Underneath the dirt, my skin was healthy, unmarked brown. Same with my fingers. No more cuts and scrapes. A shiver ran along my nerves.


    I looked up at Kiran. “Did you…?”


    “I didn’t do anything,” he said, eyes almost as wide as Melly’s. “That is, I let my body heal my own cuts, but I don’t know how to heal a nathahlen.”


    “Let me see.” That was Teo, briskly competent. His hands settled on me. I didn’t shy away, even when Lena joined him and more magic tingled over my skin. Both Lena and Teo were soon frowning, which stole away a little of my giddiness.


    Teo said to Lena, “No damage to his body. None at all. That surprises me all the more, given what I see of the demon’s binding.”


    “I wonder…” Lena turned to Kiran. “Have you ever been bound to someone untalented before?”


    “No.” Kiran’s mouth twisted. “Ruslan would never have allowed it. He scorns even slave-bindings. Says a mage should not be bound to cattle.”


    I could just hear Ruslan saying it, too, with the cold contempt that was all the worse because he really believed he was right. “Cattle, huh? Where the fuck does he think mages come from?” Impossible for mages to have children, so even Ruslan had been born to untalented parents. Too bad they hadn’t throttled him at birth.


    Lena ignored my outburst. “Kiran, the healers at the Sanitorium never could decipher exactly what Ruslan had cast on you to make your healing so instinctive, but—now that your ikilhia and Dev’s are linked, might Ruslan’s spell act to preserve Dev’s body along with yours?”


    “I…maybe,” Kiran said, his eyes going wider yet. “Since Dev is nathahlen and has no barriers to prevent it. If that’s so—”


    “Then I can use the Taint so long as I’m linked to you and the confluence.” I wanted to jump, to dance, to shout out the fierce joy filling me. To think I’d been so afraid of this binding! I laughed, reaching for Kiran. “This was the best idea you’ve ever had.”


    Might as well have poked a stinkwasp nest with a stick. Lena and Teo jumped between us, insisting Ruslan’s spells were dangerous and if the blood-binding had one unexpected effect on me, there might be others. Already Lena’s binding looked rooted far deeply than it should, spreading through me like the demon’s binding had, and what if—


    I tore free of them. “Khalmet’s bloodsoaked hand, enough! Save the worrying for after we’ve killed Ruslan. Don’t you get it? If I’m Tainted, I can help Kiran against the Watch. I can even hold off demons like Melly did Vidai. If there’s a price for that, I’ll pay it, I don’t care.”


    “I do.” Cara gave me a look like she wanted to deck me. She stabbed a finger at Kiran’s chest. “You know Dev loses all sense when it comes to the Taint. So I’m asking you for a promise: that you’ll be sensible for him. And that the instant you no longer need this bond to fight Ruslan, you’ll sever it.”


    I didn’t want Kiran to sever the bond. Ever. Not if it meant I could have the Taint back. But the very strength of that certainty was a splash of icemelt bringing me to my senses. Paying a price to kill Ruslan and save those I loved was one thing. Turning a blind eye to consequences the way I had with Simon’s charm, all because I was so desperate to feel whole again—that was stupid.


    So when Kiran fixed Cara with a blue, earnest gaze and said, “I promise,” I didn’t howl protests. I’d prove to them I could handle this rationally and not like a taphtha addict about to be deprived of his stash.


    I said to Cara, “You should pack.” Despite my best effort, it came out through my teeth. “I’m thinking it’s best if you all leave the temple before Kiran and I go after Marten. Well before we go after Marten, so you can get as far from here as possible. No telling what Ruslan will do when he realizes Kiran’s gone.”


    “I agree,” Kiran said. “If the rest of you leave the temple for the desert, then when we return it will be to a point Ruslan can’t predict.”


    Cara gave me a measuring look. “Nice to know you haven’t lost your wits entirely. But I’m not going unless Lena thinks it’s safe to leave you and Kiran on your own.”


    “I’m not sure it’s ever safe with those two,” Lena said ruefully. “But their logic about Ruslan is sound.”


    Teo said, “We should bring as many books as we can fit in the packs. I’ll choose the ones I think most useful.” He hurried back into the workroom.


    I beckoned Melly. “Don’t let Teo choose too many books. Those damn packs are heavy enough as it is.”


    She lingered, edging from foot to foot. “Can I talk to you?”


    “Sure.” I let her pull me away from the others. Not hard to guess what this was about. I wasn’t the only one who was desperate to stay Tainted.


    “I want to go with you.”


    “What?” I’d been braced for her to ask if Lena could bind her to the confluence like me. “Melly. How does that make any kind of sense?”


    Fire flashed in her eyes. “I can help you. The Alathians won’t attack you and Kiran so hard if they think their spells might hurt a kid.”


    “Not every Alathian is like Lena.” Marten, for instance, would strike a child down without hesitation if he thought his country’s safety was at stake.


    “And I’m not some useless little brat! I saved you from Vidai. I rescued you from the black-daggers. I’ve run jobs you wouldn’t believe and never lost a one of my crew! But Cara won’t let me do anything, and even you—all you ever do is send me away, even though you swore to my father to take care of me.”


    That hit like a crossbow bolt to the heart. But she wasn’t done. “The worst part is, you know how awful it is to be dead inside! But still you won’t let me near a confluence or give me anything real to do so I could stop thinking about it, and oh, sometimes I hate you for taking me from Ninavel…” She was sobbing now, wild and furious.


    “Melly—” I tried to take her in my arms, but she flung away from me and ran headlong into the workroom. The sound of her sobs continued, more muffled, accompanied by Teo’s worried voice.


    “Won’t this be a fun day,” Cara said, hefting the packs. I winced, thinking of how she hadn’t wanted kids and yet I’d saddled her with a highstrung ex-Tainter. I moved to follow Melly, but Cara barred my path.


    “No. Let me talk to her. The state you’re in, you’ll only work her up more.”


    “The state I’m in? What’s that supposed to mean?” I was being calm, damn it.


    She stalked into the workroom without answering. Kiran and Lena were looking everywhere but at me.


    Fine. Better to concentrate on the problem at hand, anyway. I strode over to Lena. “Before you left Alathia, you tried to see Marten. Where was he being held? That warded house where you stashed Kiran?”


    She looked relieved at my choice of subject. “No. Kiran was kept in the guest house because the Council didn’t want him anywhere near the restricted areas of the Arcanum. They don’t fear Marten so deeply. He’s in the Arcanum’s containment area for mages awaiting trial. The wing is heavily warded, and during times the cells are occupied, it’s guarded day and night by mages hand-picked by the Council for their strength and loyalty.”


    Kiran said, “Would the guards be within Marten’s cell or outside it?” He must be hoping we could pop into Marten’s cell, nab him, and vanish again before anybody realized we were there.


    “Outside, if he is not being questioned,” Lena said. “The chances of finding him alone are greatest if you wait until well after nightfall.”


    I hated the thought of more waiting, but that’d give Cara and the rest plenty of time to get clear of the canyon. Plus give me and Kiran the chance to experiment a little more with the bond without anybody jumping all over us. I had to be sure I could use the Taint, right?


    Lena was still talking to Kiran. “Marten may resist the idea of leaving with you. He’ll be wary, fearing you’ve been compromised by either Ruslan or demons. When you see him, tell him: solueti dallo vionna amis. It’s a code. One that will let him know I support you in this.”


    The words were Parthian, maybe—I’d never heard anybody speak the language, but I’d seen inscriptions carved on buildings in Tamanath. I repeated the phrase quietly to myself a few times so I’d be sure and remember it.


    Kiran, whose memory was mage-perfect, said only, “Thank you.”


    Lena said, “I thought I would never see Marten again. Now—oh, I am afraid to hope.”


    Kiran’s eyes met mine. “I know the feeling.”


    “We’ll get Marten for you,” I assured Lena. Because this problem, I could actually solve. Even if Marten didn’t deserve saving.


    


    * * *


    


    (Kiran)


    


    Kiran paced a rubble-choked courtyard. The sun had long since set; the stars were clear and brilliant above the humped outlines of roofs and the black bulk of the canyon’s opposite wall. Almost time to go.


    He couldn’t stand still. After his and Dev’s practice with their bond, his ikilhia burned at such a pitch that jittery energy crackled through all his muscles. He’d had to be exceedingly careful not to draw so much power that he could not contain it within his barriers. He’d thought working with Dev’s bond to the confluence would be as difficult and painful as it had been during his desperate attempt to save Dev’s life. But when he used the demonfire in his ikilhia to infiltrate the bond’s icy magic, drawing power did not hurt at all.


    Far from it. Kiran shivered at the memory of how sublime the magic tasted, sweet and rich and seemingly inexhaustible. He had never dreamed that touching Ninavel’s great confluence so directly was possible. Granted, he was limited by the need to protect his and Dev’s flesh. He could not shape and cast vast amounts of power as he might with channels. But to have such a bright well of magic available whenever he pleased, even when the aether around him was dead….ah, it was pure glory. To feel Dev sharing that glory and reveling in his own returned talent was better yet.


    Best of all was the knowledge that this magic was not born of death. Kiran sank into memory once more, savoring the moments when all he’d felt was joy so strong it left no room for fear.


    “Kiran!”


    He blinked and found Dev at his side, staring at him. The soft green radiance of the glowlight charm bound around Dev’s wrist turned his eyes brilliant as emeralds.


    “Is that blood on your hand?”


    Kiran looked down, surprised. Yes, it was. “I must have scraped it climbing down to the courtyard.” No wound marked his skin. With his ikilhia burning so high, small injuries healed without him even realizing it. It was such a relief to be whole again, no longer starving for scraps of power.


    “I was calling and you didn’t answer,” Dev said, still eyeing him.


    “I was just distracted. Thinking about magic and how good it feels to take a proper step toward Ashkiza’s weapon.” He and Dev had been on the defensive for so long, but if Marten could give him all he hoped…


    I will beat you, he promised Ruslan. Even akheli can die.


    That wasn’t his only hope. During the long afternoon, a new idea had bloomed like a fragile flower reaching for the sunlight. If he were in the demon realm when he struck at Ruslan with Ashkiza’s weapon, he might escape the death he had believed so inevitable. For a dizzying moment, he let himself imagine the future Dev had once painted for him, that he and Dev and Cara might live in freedom together.


    Maybe one day Dev and Cara would even let him join their partnership. Maybe he could regain what he had thought forever lost with his mage-family: the certainty of love, the depth of connection, only this time unmarred by guilt and fear. Perhaps it was too far-fetched a hope to ever happen, but so long as he was dreaming…


    “Hold on,” Dev said. “Was that a smile? Thought maybe you’d forgotten how.”


    Kiran said, “What would you have said if back when you first met me, somebody had told you that before summer’s end you and I would be blood-bonded and about to translocate across a demon realm to rescue a captain of Alathia’s Watch?”


    Dev snorted. “I’ve have said that person was chewing staggerweed.”


    “I think you would’ve expressed yourself a lot more colorfully than that.”


    “Probably with a boot to the ass in the bargain,” Dev agreed. “Especially if they’d told me I’d want to be bonded to a blood mage.”


    He only meant because of the Taint. Still, Kiran’s heart warmed. He already regretted his promise to Cara. He had made it thinking that he must release Dev before Ruslan’s death to ensure Dev did not die with Kiran. But if that wasn’t necessary…


    Now he was being selfish. Cara was right to worry about the effects of the dual bindings on Dev. Besides, he didn’t want to upset her more. It had been hard enough to watch how reserved she and Dev had been with each other during their farewells, choosing their words with painstaking care lest they spark off another argument.


    Kiran wanted them to be happy; and that at least was a wish that was possible. He glanced at the stars. “We’ve waited long enough. Are you ready?”


    “Hell yes.” Dev held out a hand.


    Kiran took it. Dev felt so different from Mikail or any other mage whose mind he’d shared. Instead of cool, precise control, his thoughts and emotions swept over Kiran in a boisterous rush like a tumbling mountain stream.


    Tumbling mountain stream, huh? Dev gave a wry mental chuckle. Could be worse, I guess. ‘Dev feels like an unstable talus slope.’ Or a bug-infested swamp.


    A flock of squabbling sage hens, Kiran suggested.


    No! I am a leaping herd of drunken mountain goats.


    Kiran snickered, Dev joined him, and then they were laughing hard enough Kiran could barely catch his breath. He knew they were teetering on the edge of hysteria, but it felt so good. Kiran couldn’t even remember the last time he’d laughed with someone.


    You should do it more, Dev said. Along with the smiling.


    Sobering, Kiran said, What you really feel like is courage. I’ve always envied your fearlessness.


    Shame now you know it’s never been true. Did you miss that I’m fucking terrified, here?


    Kiran had seen the razor-edged fears that lurked beneath the giddy wash of Dev’s exhilaration. Just as his own worries were clamoring again. What if he made an error in casting? What if demons captured them?


    What I admire most is that you never let fear stop you. With swift precision, Kiran dropped his barriers and cast.


    


    



    [bookmark: _Toc432273043]Chapter Twenty-Six


    


    (Dev)


    


    Now I understood the tales of Shaikar’s lightless hells. The darkness around me was absolute. Worse, I couldn’t hear anything, smell anything, even feel anything beyond the grip of Kiran’s hand on mine. Yet I had the dizzying sense we were speeding through the void, as if falling from some great height.


    My stomach heaved. I reached for Kiran’s thoughts in panicked instinct and caught a disorienting glimpse of a sandstorm of colors swirling all around us, held at bay only by a frail shimmer of blue.


    The world changed. Became real again, sight and sensation returning in a nauseating rush. The glow of the charm on my wrist illuminated a space far larger than I’d been expecting. Shadowed shapes loomed around us, one of them right in the corner of my vision.


    I took a hasty step away and tripped over something unyielding, dragging Kiran down with me. I twisted, ready to shove any attackers back, the heart of my mind as bright and alive as if I were twelve again—


    Nobody was there. No mages of the Watch, not even Marten. Just some neatly stacked towers of wooden crates, their slatted sides marked with the golden seal of the Council. I’d fallen over an open crate that hadn’t yet been packed. Far as I could tell, Kiran and I were alone in the room. A room I recognized, thanks to the haphazardly piled clutter on the shelves. The last time I’d seen the sturdy cinnabar-wood table in front of me, it’d been drifted high with papers. Now the tabletop was bare, as was the forbidding gray stone of the walls, which I remembered as covered with scrawled charts and diagrams.


    Marten’s workroom? I said to Kiran. Why’d you bring us here?


    Kiran was on his knees, his free arm thrown over his eyes. I got a flash through the bond of disorientation, pain, a desperate struggle to master his magic—and then he yanked his hand from mine.


    “Kiran!” I reached for him, but he flinched back.


    “I’ll be all right,” he said in a bare whisper. “I just…need a moment. Traveling the currents was more—more difficult than I thought.”


    “Is that why we’re here and not where Marten is?” I didn’t want to move in case I triggered any lurking spells. Obviously the Council had been pawing through Marten’s papers looking for more evidence to condemn him. I didn’t see any wards other than the thicket of inset obsidian lines surrounding the workroom door, but that didn’t mean somebody in the Watch hadn’t gotten all inventive. At least I didn’t hear any sharp voices or pounding feet. The Arcanum seemed wrapped in midnight silence.


    “I don’t know why we’re not with Marten.” Kiran let out a shuddering sigh and turned to me. “When I cast, I felt the anchor take. I swear I traveled right to it. The wards and charms remaining in this workroom carry the signature of Marten’s power, but that signature shouldn’t be stronger than their source.”


    An awful thought struck me. “What if Marten’s dead? Would a pile of charms and wards he created be the strongest match to your spell then?”


    I read the answer in the dismayed widening of Kiran’s eyes. He lurched to his feet. “He can’t be dead. He can’t be. Not after I promised Lena—”


    “Hey. We proved that you and I together can travel demon-fashion. That’s one hell of an advantage we can use. We’ll go back and make a new plan.”


    “No.” Kiran straightened. “Lena said the wards around the containment wing were the strongest the Watch can cast. Maybe that magic obscured Marten from my seeking. I’m not leaving until I’m sure he’s not here.”


    “All right, but how will you search?” Now that we were standing in the middle of the Arcanum, I doubted Kiran could cast so much as a find-me without triggering the Watch’s detection spells. We’d been counting on surprise. Even a force as organized and efficient as the Watch wasn’t instant in their response to a threat. Kiran holding off a handful of guards for a few moments was one thing. But if the Watch had time to properly mobilize, I didn’t care how strong Kiran was, he couldn’t hold for long against a hundred mages working in tandem.


    He gave me a wan grin. “How fortunate that I brought an expert in shadow work. One who doesn’t need to cast to break wards.”


    “Ha,” I said. “If you think you can tempt me with flattery and the chance to use the Taint—well, you’re dead right. Just promise me that you’ll spell us straight back to Lena if I ask it of you. The very instant I ask, with no questions or protests.” I was willing to do a little sneaking around the Arcanum, but the least whiff of things going sour and I intended to vanish. Kiran might be all fixated on saving Marten, but I wasn’t going to let that sabotage our larger goal of bringing down Ruslan.


    “I’ll do as you say,” Kiran assured me.


    “Then we’ll make a great team,” I said, grinning at him. “Now give me your hand so I can open this door.”


    


    * * *


    


    Kiran and I crept down a hallway hand in hand like kids sneaking away from a minder. Soft bars of moonlight striped the floor beneath arrow-slit windows. The shadows were black as tar, but I didn’t need my eyes. I saw with Kiran’s: a muted rainbow of quiescent wards threading the walls, clustered tight around doors and windows. Distant in a different wing was an entire array of banked coals: mages of the Watch asleep in their company barracks. A few brighter coals of alert mages moved about the Arcanum’s halls, but between Kiran’s mage-sight and my ability to break wards, evading them had been easy.


    But now we were coming up on Lena’s “containment wing”—the Council’s warded prison. In Kiran’s eyes, it was enclosed by a sun-bright, seamless wall of fire, impenetrable to his mage-sight.


    We halted at the top of a stone stairway that led straight down into the fire. My own eyes saw only pooled shadows. I squinted, looking for wardlines to shatter, but couldn’t make out anything on the stone.


    You can’t break this spell, Kiran informed me. It’s not anchored in the physical realm like a ward. I suspect there are mages inside the spell’s perimeter constantly feeding power into its pattern. Even so, the pattern is not so strong I cannot shatter it.


    I heard the echo of Ruslan in his disdainful confidence. He really thought he was that strong compared to Alathian mages. Hang on. We don’t even know if Marten’s in there. I thought you said if we got close enough then you could look, first.


    And so I will. If I’m careful in this, the mages within won’t feel me spy through the wards’ weave. He dropped into the diamond-sharp clarity he used for doing magic. I’d felt that purity of focus myself on many a climb. But to be able to jump straight into it like he could—I envied his discipline, yet I didn’t like to imagine how he’d learned it.


    Kiran reached into the fire. He did something I couldn’t follow—all I got was a sense of strain and constantly shifting balance, like a climber teetering along a dangerously delicate ledge.


    Sudden exultation rolled over me. Marten is there—look! Kiran showed me a faint spark perhaps a hundred paces away. He’s awake, not asleep or unconscious, though his ikilhia seems oddly muted. Perhaps because of the wards around his cell. Those, you can break. When I shatter the outer defenses, I’ll remove my amulet so you can use the Taint without touching me. You get Marten free of his cell while I hold off the guards. Remember, you must convince him to let me within his barriers


    You don’t ask for much. I could break wards, no problem. But even with Lena’s code-phrase, I wasn’t so sure I could convince Marten to let a blood mage in his head.


    I know your clever tongue, Kiran said.


    Just watch you don’t bring down the whole Arcanum on our heads.


    Kiran’s amused assent rippled through me before he sank back into concentration. He was holding a pattern in his head, something knotted and complex. In a glimpse of understanding, I gathered it wasn’t a spell for breaking the wards, but to cast on the mages behind them.


    He reached, and this time it wasn’t a careful trickle of magic that rose through me. A hot, violent surge set the void in my head ablaze with life. Kiran ripped off his amulet and hammered the magic straight at the fire in front of us.


    Orange flames roared up—real fire, hot and bright enough to blind. A concussion of sound knocked me backward. I would have fallen if not for Kiran’s grip on my wrist. Lightning stabbed all around us, glancing off a barrier I couldn’t see.


    The lightning died. Kiran released my wrist and ran down the stairs, already casting again. A bolt of magefire blasted open an iron door at the base of the stairwell. Kiran charged through. I raced after him.


    Four men and women in the blue and gray uniform of the Watch scrambled to block our path, their voices already raised in wild harmonies. Another turbulent rush of power leapt from me to Kiran; I felt the effort he exerted to control it, the constant struggle to restrict the flow so it wouldn’t burn us both. I should’ve been scared. Instead, my blood sang, my awareness of the world sharp and deep in a way I’d thought lost to me since my Change.


    Kiran cast the spell he’d been holding in his head. A shadowy net settled over the four mages, eating away at a lacework of light that linked them. The mages instantly diverged the harmony of their song. New light sparked between them to spear through Kiran’s shadow-spell.


    I shoved, slamming the mages one after the other into the walls. Their song broke off into yells of pain and surprise, and the light between them died. Kiran followed up the advantage, pouring more power through his spell.


    I leaped over a fallen mage and sprinted down the corridor. More flashes and yells behind me. In my head, Kiran was doing something that felt horrendously difficult, even as coal-blazes of life burst out of their distant barracks and poured toward us like angry ants.


    Ward-sealed doors lined both sides of the corridor, which dead-ended in another wall covered in obsidian wardlines. From the distance I’d estimated off Kiran’s mage-sight, Marten was in the last cell on the left. Racing past other doors to reach his, I wondered how many other poor bastards were awaiting mindburning or execution.


    I’d have to hope none deserved freedom, because I hadn’t time to give it. I skidded to a halt before Marten’s door. Both wood and stone were choked with wardlines, and I couldn’t ask Kiran for help in finding the hold-fast. The Watch was hammering him hard; his strain was increasing by the instant. I didn’t dare break his concentration.


    I scanned the lines, thinking fast. Alathia didn’t have Tainters to worry about. The mages of the Watch might not bother to obscure their hold-fasts amid trap-lines of equal width like mages did in Ninavel. The hold-fasts on Marten’s workroom door had been noticeably fatter than the other lines.


    I picked out the fattest line on the door. In Ninavel, Tainters who got too eager and struck without working out the entire ward pattern ended up dead fast.


    Kiran couldn’t protect us for long. I had to risk it.


    I struck with the invisible hammer of the Taint. Obsidian shards sprayed wide, and silver magefire boiled out of the broken wardline. I threw myself aside; flame missed me by a hairsbreadth. Fuck! That’d been the hold-fast all right, but I’d struck too far from its root.


    Still, the ward was dead and I was alive, even if a touch singed. I kicked open the door.


    Marten was backed against the bare stone of the cell’s far wall, gaping at me in a gratifying way. He wore only a gray tunic and trousers. His fingers were bare of rings, his black hair disheveled into a halo of spikes, his genial shopkeeper’s face not quite as round-cheeked as I recalled.


    But he recovered just as fast as he always had. “Dev. I can’t imagine what you’re doing here, but I assume the ruckus outside is thanks to Kiran? The Council bound my power; I can barely sense anything.”


    “Yeah, it’s Kiran. Holding off half the fucking Watch, so we haven’t time for a lengthy chat. You have to come with us, right now. We’ve got a plan that’ll save Alathia, but we need what you know. Lena’s with us. She said to tell you…solueti dam viol—no, damn it, solueti dallo vionna amis.”


    Marten’s brows shot upward. “Come where?”


    “Kiran learned how to translocate like Vidai could. Except it’s pretty hard on mages. You’ve got to let him in your barriers so he can shield you. We’ll take you to where Lena’s waiting east of the Whitefires.”


    Marten, the asshole, looked exasperated. “Of all the terrible timing…I can’t go with you. Not now. I’ve almost convinced Councilor Varellian into—” He checked, his black eyes abruptly wary. “Something I consider vital to Alathia’s defense. If I vanish, it will never be accomplished.”


    “I don’t care what games you’ve been playing from this cell! Ruslan destroyed Prosul Akheba, Marten. Burned it to ashes. That’ll be your cities if Ruslan gets his hands on the demons’ weapon that powers your wards.”


    Marten’s eyes widened. “You know about the wards’ source?”


    “Yes, we know! But we don’t know where it is. We’ve got to find it before Ruslan, or we’ll all be fucked.”


    Marten only shook his head. “You want me to reveal Alathia’s defenses? My oaths forbid me, and I will not break them. Tell Kiran he must find another way.”


    He was crazier even than Teo. What did vows matter when lives were at stake? But I didn’t have time to argue. Spells were raining down on Kiran, and his concentration was split in too many directions, the flow of power gushing between us threatening to escape his control.


    “I don’t give a damn what you want,” I snapped at Marten. “In Ninavel, you made me dance to your tune. Now I’m making you dance to mine.”


    I pushed at him. Not hard, not a blow, just a constant, steady push right at his face that built an invisible barrier over his nose and mouth. I’d tried this trick only once as a kid, and gotten soundly punished for it by Red Dal.


    Marten choked and slashed a hand at me. I jumped back in pure reflex, but he hadn’t lied about the Council binding his power. He clawed vainly at the air, turned red, then purple, and finally slumped against the wall, held upright only by the push I was still exerting.


    I let up. He collapsed in a heap, sucking in whooping gasps of air, his eyelids fluttering. He’d recover in moments, but for now he was groggy, barely conscious. A dark, giddy rush coursed through me. It was so good to be Tainted again instead of at the mercy of every damn mage I met. I hauled Marten up and over my shoulder—fuck, he was heavy! Too heavy for me to lift entirely with the Taint, but straining with both mind and muscles let me carry him out the door. Kiran was braced at the end of the hallway, fire all around him, facing down a crowd of mages.


    Kiran! Time to go.


    A scrap of Kiran’s attention snapped back to me. Shock and dismay ricocheted into my head. What’ve you done? He can’t let me in his barriers like this!


    His power’s bound. Break through his barriers yourself if you have to. Stumbling toward Kiran, I threw the memory of Marten’s stubbornness at him. I couldn’t make him understand. Lena can, if we get him to her.


    He can’t cast? I was counting on his help to shield his ikilhia—I don’t know if I can—ah! Kiran’s pain juddered through me, waves of red-hot needles piercing my head. The Watch was exploiting his distraction and cutting right through his defensive spellwork. And Ruslan’s binding was like strangleweed ready to coil tight, triggered by Kiran’s worry he’d do Marten harm.


    “You’re not hurting him, you’re helping him! You can protect him, I know it!” I summoned the soaring confidence the Taint brought me, the certainty that I could do anything, and forced it straight into Kiran, sweeping aside the doubt crippling him. “You promised you’d leave when I asked it. Take us now!”


    He threw on his amulet, grabbed my arm in one hand, and took Marten’s in the other. Light exploded behind my eyes. The world vanished—


    Into darkness. That same swooping rush, like tumbling off a cliff, except this time fire was leaking into my head, freezing cold fire, and Kiran was screaming, frantic—


    My feet thumped into sand. Dark shapes of boulders all around, a star-spattered sky overhead, and Lena’s startled figure before us, outlined in magelight.


    Pain savaged me. I fell, shock unstringing my muscles, my arm ripping free of Kiran’s grip.


    The pain vanished, sudden and complete. Beside me, Kiran curled in on himself, moaning—that’d been his pain I felt. And Marten—Marten was convulsing, a bloody froth leaking from his nose and a terrible, toneless keening droning from his throat.


    “Help him,” Kiran gasped at Lena. “The currents—I tried, but I couldn’t—his ikilhia shredded away so fast! I’m sorry, oh Lena, I’m sorry…”


    Lena threw herself on her knees beside Marten, already chanting. Teo sprinted up, his mouth open in dismay. He didn’t ask for explanations, just slapped his hands on Marten’s jerking body.


    “Cara!” he yelled. “My satchel, quickly!”


    Kiran curled tighter, one hand locked around his amulet. His eyes were squeezed shut and his breathing ragged. I reached for him, not sure what to do, but desperate to help somehow. This was my fault. I’d been the one to insist he take Marten.


    “Don’t.” He rolled away from me. “I’ll recover. I need to—need to strengthen my barriers. I can’t with you distracting me.”


    The way I had when I shoved all that false confidence into him. What had I been thinking?


    But I knew what I’d been thinking. I’d been soaring so high on the Taint that I’d let it fuck up my judgment, just like Cara had worried would happen.


    “Sorry. I shouldn’t have—” Looking at his turned back, I swallowed the rest. He’d said he didn’t want distractions. I scooted back and had to put a hand down to steady myself. I didn’t hurt like Kiran did, but my eyelids were heavy, the whole world weirdly off-kilter. Like I’d been awake for weeks and not hours.


    Cara dashed up with the satchel. Melly crowded in right behind her. Teo snapped at Melly to get back, and issued a string of terse orders that Cara hustled to follow.


    Melly approached me, holding out a waterskin. “Please drink some. You look awful.” She was trying to sound matter-of-fact, but her voice wobbled.


    I took the waterskin and drank. The water was cool on my throat, but it didn’t help anything else. I should be planning what we’d do if Marten died. But my head was just…empty. Like the void left by the Taint had spread to fill me entirely.


    Melly hunkered down next to me. “What happened? Did demons ambush you and hurt Marten?”


    “No,” I said. “He didn’t want to go, and I knocked him out and made Kiran take him. I didn’t know it would—fuck, that doesn’t matter. I’m the one who hurt him.” I bent my head onto my knees, wishing the world would go away for a while.


    Melly said, “I’m sorry I yelled at you before you left. You know I don’t hate you, right?”


    She was trying to make me feel better. I should respond. Say something to reassure her that my fuck-up with Marten wasn’t the utter disaster it appeared.


    I couldn’t think of anything reassuring. I said wearily into my knees, “If you did, you’d have every right.”


    A hand gripped my shoulder. I raised my head, and Cara pushed a cup at me. “Teo says you should drink this.”


    The liquid tasted like alkali sludge, but I downed it without protest. Marten wasn’t convulsing anymore. I gathered he was still breathing, because Teo was busy pouring a potion down his throat and Lena’s chanting hadn’t once faltered. Kiran lay curled pitifully tight on his side in the sand. I hoped he hadn’t lied about recovering.


    My vision blurred and the world tilted sideways. Cara pulled me the rest of the way down, easing my head into her lap.


    “I’ve got him,” she told an anxiously hovering Melly. “Go bring Kiran some water.”


    “Is Kiran…?” I slurred.


    “He’ll be all right, Teo says.”


    I was too much a coward to ask about Marten. If he was dying, I didn’t want to know it. Not yet. But words spilled from me.


    “Cara, I fucked up. The Taint—I should’ve been more careful, I—”


    “Shhh.” Cara’s fingers carded gently through my hair. “We’ll talk about it later. For now, you rest. While you can.”


    That was an order I could gladly obey. I sank into darkness.


    


    * * *


    


    (Kiran)


    


    “Captain Martennan is asking for you.”


    Kiran lifted his aching head. Teo stood over him, his expression as closed and hard as it had been after Veddis’s death. Kiran staggered upright, trying not to kick sand on Cara. She was curled protectively around Dev, snoring softly into his hair. Dev slept so quietly it was only by the flicker of his ikilhia that Kiran knew he lived.


    “Is Marten all right?” Such a foolish thing to say. Of course Marten wasn’t all right.


    “He’s awake, yes.” Teo’s voice was hoarse with weariness. The soft light of dawn did not ease the dark pouches under his eyes or the lines etched deep in his tawny skin. “Coherent, even, which is more than I’d hoped for after seeing the damage his mind sustained. He knows who he is and seems to recall what’s happened.”


    “But…?”


    “He’s lost all ability to sense or use magic. Says he’s as blind and deaf to the aether as an untalented man.”


    Maybe Marten didn’t recall everything. “The Council bound his power.”


    “This is not the result of a binding,” Teo said. “I don’t know how bright his inner fire burned before, but now it’s a ragged little spark no brighter than any untalented man’s.”


    Kiran flinched from a memory of Marten’s ikilhia fraying away into the voracious currents of the demon realm. “Ikilhia can recover. After Ruslan took my memories, mine was so dim I was frightened I might never cast again.” He well remembered the horror he’d felt at the thought—and how Ruslan had reassured him, so confident, so gentle, as if he hadn’t been the one to cripple Kiran.


    “Inner fire that remains reasonably intact, yes,” Teo said. “But this man—it’s as if his fire was ripped from him so he hasn’t even the embers left. I fear his condition may be permanent.”


    Kiran’s stomach sank into his boots. He’d done this. At Dev’s request, true, but the responsibility was ultimately his. He shouldn’t have let Dev drown his doubt. He’d known he couldn’t shield Marten properly, yet he’d taken him anyway. If Marten had forever lost his magic—Kiran cringed at the bitterness of such an injury.


    “Does Lena know?” How could he face her after this?


    “If I were a crueler man, I would make you tell her,” Teo said, a sudden, raw darkness in his words. “But yes, she knows. She hasn’t left his side, and I’ve been open with them both.” His ikilhia surged violently high. “Do you know, I spent years praying to the goddess to show me a way to rid myself of my talent. Years. I looked in every library I could reach, read every healer’s journal, and found no way to cleanse myself of my curse that would not leave me a drooling ruin. Now, too late, you show me it is possible—even as you show me the worst of yourself.”


    Kiran flinched. “I made a terrible mistake. Nothing can change that. But that mistake was an error in judgment such as any man might make. It wasn’t some inevitable result of magic poisoning my soul.”


    “You still don’t understand.” Teo caught Kiran’s shoulders, his expression cracking into a fierce, almost desperate pleading. “Magic magnifies mistakes to terrible result. You tried to tell me I needn’t fear what I might do at Zadikah’s request. But look what you have done at Dev’s! If this weapon you seek is even half as powerful as you hope, how can we possibly trust you with it?”


    “Because I’ll seek your counsel and Lena’s before I use it,” Kiran said. “My mistake with Marten came from acting in haste. I won’t do that again.”


    Teo’s black gaze gave him no quarter. “You want my counsel? Stay away from this weapon. And sever your bond to Dev, now.”


    The very idea of losing the bond to Dev made Kiran’s ikilhia seethe hot in refusal. “The bond is our one advantage against Ruslan.”


    “You see? Counsel you don’t like, you don’t heed. Even though you can’t be blind to the shift in your inner fire. The more you use this demon magic you carry, the more it changes you.”


    “If the demonfire in my ikilhia had been stronger, I could have protected Marten.” Kiran had fanned the azure flame as bright as he could, and still it had not been enough to cover them both.


    Teo shook his head. “Tell yourself that if you choose. But for now, go talk to Martennan. You owe the man far more than that courtesy.”


    Kiran would rather argue with Teo until the sun fell from the sky than face Marten. But he walked on slow, reluctant feet to the makeshift shelter that Teo had constructed by stacking rocks between two leaning boulders.


    Marten sat within, wrapped in a blanket. At his side, Lena jerked to her feet. She gave Kiran a red-eyed, burning look and walked right past him without further acknowledgment.


    “I’m afraid it may take her some time before she’s ready to speak to you.” Marten’s drawling voice had become a gutted rasp. His olive face was no longer boyish in its aspect but sallow and gaunt. “I can’t say I welcome the sight of you, either. I had thought nothing could approach the pain of watching my lover’s mind torn to shreds. But this…it comes close.”


    Marten had given Kiran to Ruslan in Ninavel. Lied to Kiran. Used him. Betrayed him. Addicted him to a drug that had nearly killed him. Yet looking at him now, Kiran felt only a deep, weary sorrow.


    “I never intended to harm you,” Kiran said.


    “That, I guessed,” Marten said, with a brittle ghost of his old cheerful smile. “Otherwise, you’d have violated Ruslan’s blood vow, and both he and you would be ash on the wind.” He sounded more than a little regretful that hadn’t happened.


    “Has Lena told you all that’s happened, and why I sought you?”


    Marten drew a hand over his face. “You want the knowledge I hold on the source of Alathia’s wards. But I won’t tell you a cursed thing, unless I first speak with this demon who’s so eager to help you.”


    “What? Dev and I sought you out so we could avoid demons. You were the one who begged Lena to keep me from them. I thought you knew how dangerous they are.”


    Marten said, “You are asking me to break my oaths and betray my country. I will not do it without proof that the alternative would be worse.” His brittle smile died. “Be glad that I’m willing to consider helping you at all. If it were any other man who had so thoroughly wrecked my plans and destroyed my magic…but I am not blind to the ironies here. Nor will I let my personal feelings prevent me from protecting Alathia.”


    “I wouldn’t expect anything different,” Kiran said with irony of his own. “But it’s not safe to summon the demon. For any of us.”


    “Denarell of Parthus had a few tricks I doubt you know. I can summon your demon friend without risking anyone. If you want the knowledge I hold, you must let me speak with it.”


    Kiran did not need Dev at his side to remind him Marten couldn’t be trusted. Yet in speaking with the demon, Marten might well reveal information Kiran could use.


    “I’ll consider this,” Kiran said slowly. “If you first explain to me your method and agree to hold your conversation in a manner I can hear it. But Marten—truly, I fear we haven’t much time before Ruslan springs another trap or takes the weapon for himself. I’d never have gone to such desperate measures otherwise.”


    Marten gave a cracked laugh. “Oh, I well know the feeling. It’s what I said to myself every day after giving you to Ruslan in Ninavel.”


    


    



    [bookmark: _Toc432273044]Chapter Twenty-Seven


    


    (Dev)


    


    “You sure about this?” I muttered to Kiran, eyeing Marten and Lena, who were crouched over a pair of message charms. Lena was singing something weirdly atonal that set my teeth on edge. Supposedly she was altering the charms’ magic in a way Marten said would let us summon the scarred demon and speak to it from a nice safe distance. Problem was, I trusted Marten even less than a demon.


    “Not entirely sure,” Kiran said. “So let me concentrate.”


    Belatedly, I noticed the glazed distance in his eyes. He must be focusing on whatever he could glean of Lena’s spell, trying to figure out if she was casting anything different than what she and Marten claimed.


    I backed a step. Fine, I wouldn’t distract him, though I didn’t think much of his chances of spotting a double-cross. He didn’t know Alathian magic, and Marten was too damn clever for an easy slip, even if he wasn’t the one casting. I still thought letting Marten say one word to a demon was as crazy a risk as climbing the Khalat ropeless and blindfolded. I’d tried to convince Kiran we could talk to the demon on our own using my bond to the confluence, no need for Marten, but Kiran flat-out refused that idea. Marten’s method of summoning is far less dangerous, he’d said. None of us will have direct contact with the demon, and we can take further precautions. I’ll speak first, not Marten, and you and I together will choose the safest ground for the summoning.


    I’d done my best in that. We stood atop a hulking, wind-smoothed ridge that thinned to a curling crest like a wave in a rapid forever frozen at the point of breaking. Fat boulders surrounded us like bubbles balanced on the wavetop. Beyond, the sinking sun turned buttes and hogbacks and spires a thousand shades of russet and orange, as if the desert were a land of fire like Kiran had described the demon realm. The massive bulk of the Khalat was visible in the distance beyond one scarlet-tipped ridge. Maybe Prosul Akheba’s shaken survivors were still hunkered within. Or maybe Zadikah and Janek would arrive to find the city’s remains deserted, its residents fled in search of safety.


    Far below us, a dry gully zigzagged through cinnamon-colored dunes and clumps of ironwood. According to Lena and Kiran, the gully ran along the path of an earth-current. Marten had said all we needed was to be in sight of such a spot. Kiran had assured me no demon could reach us so high on inert rock.


    Cara had taken Teo and Melly to a different swell of rock to the south, so they’d be even farther from the earth-current and in perfect position to keep watch over the approach routes to our ridge. Just in case Ruslan or demons sent more clanfolk to sneak up on us during this summoning.


    Yet still, my stomach was a churning mess of nerves. Watching Lena cast, Marten was haggard, his eyes bloodshot and haunted. I knew what it was to lose the talent that defined your life. If my loss had been someone’s fault rather than the inevitable result of puberty—gods, how Marten must hate us. I regretted that, and not lightly, but I wouldn’t let guilt blind me.


    He had some underhanded purpose in this summoning. Maybe not against us directly—Marten wasn’t the sort to go for revenge at the expense of all else. No, he wanted something out of the demon that he thought would help Alathia. But I was equally certain that whatever he wanted, it would somehow fuck us over.


    We had to be ready to stop him when he made his move. I edged closer to Kiran, itching to touch him and regain the one weapon I had that no magic could stop.


    I fisted my hands and forced myself to keep clear. I wasn’t going to cause any more disasters. No distractions. For Kiran or for me.


    Lena stopped singing and sat back on her heels, wiping sweat off her brow. The sun had sunk low enough that the air no longer seared our lungs, but the sandstone underfoot still radiated a mouth-parching amount of heat.


    Marten hefted a pack with a pained grunt and poured out enough sand to make a knee-high mound in front of Lena. I’d had to haul that damn sand all the way up here. Marten said we needed it for what he called the medium of communication. He’d claimed inert earth would be far safer than water or air, and Kiran had nodded along like he understood perfectly. But nobody had yet explained to nonmagical me how a heap of sand would be communicating anything.


    Lena set one garnet-studded copper armband on the sandpile’s conical top. Her freckled face was carefully impassive, but her eyes—she wasn’t so good at masks as Marten. Grief and sorrow and anger simmered off her like fumes from a sulfur spring, though she wouldn’t give voice to any of it. I’d tried apologizing not long after I woke. I’d thought maybe it’d help if she yelled at me a bit. All she’d done was fix me with one of those looks like a knife-blade to the soul, and said, Tell me, did my excuses in Ninavel ease your anguish over Kiran?


    If we saved Alathia, maybe then her anger would cool. Maybe.


    Marten held out the other armband to me. “We’re ready. All that remains is for you to throw this charm far enough it lands in the gully. Not a problem, I think, with your newfound strength.”


    The edge in his tone suggested he was remembering me suffocating him senseless. I shot a warning glance at Kiran, who said, “Let me see the charm first.”


    I gave it to him. He frowned over the charm for a while, then handed it back with a quiet, “I sense nothing unexpected.”


    That didn’t much reassure me. But Kiran knew the risk, and I’d never been one for stalling.


    “You got a preference for where exactly I chuck this?” I asked Lena.


    “Anywhere within the gully will do,” she said, soldier-stiff.


    I held out a hand to Kiran. His fingers settled on my wrist, light and hesitant. It was the first time he’d touched me since our return from Alathia. My eagerness surged high; I winced, knowing he’d feel the strength of it. I couldn’t hide how badly I’d wanted to use our blood-bond again. To my surprise, I felt an echo of my desire. He’d wanted this, too. But my sense of him was oddly muted—he was fighting to hold back from our link. I caught a blurred glimpse of Teo rebuking him, the memory wrapped in a dark whirlpool of concern.


    You don’t have to worry, I told Kiran. I won’t fuck up again like I did in Alathia. I can use the Taint without losing my head. Go on, I’ll prove it to you. I was braced this time against the giddy rush. I’d stay cool and controlled, same as he did when he cast magic.


    I’m not any better than you at mastering my yearning for power, Kiran said, more darkness creeping around the words. But he pulled a trickle of magic through me, just enough to wake an answering spark in my head.


    Ah gods, it was so hard to block out the joy when I felt like a blinded man who’d been given sight again. Focus, damn it. I had to think like I was scouting the next pitch of a climb. Cold and clear and rational.


    I let go of the charm with my hand and gripped it with my mind. The armband hung before me, floating. One carefully judged mental shove, and the armband catapulted high in a glittering arc, the copper bright in the light of the setting sun. The charm fell back to earth within a nicely distant section of gully.


    Kiran was still pulling that slow trickle of magic; both of us felt more comfortable knowing I was ready to strike. Even if he was thinking of demons and I was thinking of Marten. I held my breath, glancing from the gully to the second charm sitting on the sandpile. Nothing. Kiran’s anticipation was even more jittery, carrying a flickering cascade of impressions from his previous encounters. The scarred demon’s red, razored grin, its sly confidence, the terror that welled up from the shreds of Kiran’s past, impossible to shut out…


    This was why he’d seized on Marten’s plan. He was like a man once burned who suffers an instinctual horror of fire. He really believed danger from the demon dwarfed any that Marten might present.


    That was a mistake waiting to happen. Don’t let your guard down, I warned Kiran. You know what Marten did to you in Ninavel—and that was when he liked you.


    Kiran sent back, I believe him when he says his first priority remains Alathia’s safety. He’s like you: he’s practical. He dragged up a memory I’d never wanted to revisit: me agreeing to work with Marten in Ninavel despite fury and hatred so black I could barely force out words.


    I almost yanked away from Kiran in pure reflex. Cold, clear, rational, I reminded myself; but I had to let out my nerves somehow. I demanded of Lena and Marten, “Is your Shaikar-cursed spell working or not? Where’s the demon?”


    Lena said flatly, “I cast the spell correctly.”


    “You shouldn’t doubt her skill,” Marten said. “She has the most finesse of any mage I ever worked with.” He touched her arm, the gesture brief but eloquent of affection, and the hard line of her mouth softened a fraction.


    This was the part of Marten I just didn’t get. He really did care for his friends. Yet he still put his loyalty to the Council’s gaggle of prejudiced, coldhearted assholes over everyone he loved.


    He looked up at me, his black brows angled in rueful sympathy that I damn well knew was an act. “Denarell of Parthus was unfortunately vague in describing certain particulars of a summoning. Such as how long it might take a ripple of spellwork to catch the attention of the demon the spell is patterned to find. But given the scarred demon’s interest in Kiran, I can’t imagine we’ll wait long.”


    Kiran’s nervous anticipation doubled; he thought Marten was right. I thought I might go crazy long before the Shaikar-spawn showed. I stared all the harder at the gully.


    One instant the distant gap between ironwood trees held nothing but sand. The next, I spied a pale blotch that might be a crouched figure.


    The sandpile before Lena stirred. The garnets on the copper armband glowed like opened eyes. With a grating hiss, streamers of sand swirled upward as if caught in a dust devil. The sand whirled faster, thickening into a blurred figure about the size and shape of a man. But it wasn’t a man; even with its shape indistinct from the sand’s unsettlingly constant motion, the figure had the suggestion of a fanged grin, its stance predatory in a way I recalled all too well from the demon we’d seen in the cirque.


    Lena planted one hand at the sandpile’s base, her brow furrowed tight in concentration. From Kiran, I gathered she was making sure the demon didn’t twist the spell’s magic against us. Marten levered himself stiffly to his feet, though his expression showed nothing beyond cool interest.


    Me, I found the whole thing creepy as fuck, not the least because I felt a weird, faint ripple of the Taint. Sort of like I might feel from another Tainter using his or her talent, but bizarrely directionless. Nothing I could block against, just a constant whisper nagging at my nerves.


    Maybe you feel the effort the demon in the gully must exert to walk in our realm. But Kiran wasn’t at all sure; a slow tide of fear crept down the bond.


    I didn’t want to abort this summoning without even trying for information. Neither did Kiran; he faced the blurred whirl of sand, his hand tight on my wrist.


    “Child of fire. If you want alliance, I have questions I need answered.”


    I was proud of him for how it came out, clear and commanding. You’d never know how hard he was fighting to show no trace of his terror.


    The sand-figure spoke in a slithering rasp like a whole pit of snakes rubbing over each other. “Little cousin. Your danger grows with every moment you delay in taking my offer. Your master already moves to take Ashkiza’s weapon.”


    Dismay jolted into me from Kiran. Steady, I thought at him. Fooling a mark into thinking he’s almost out of time is one of the oldest tricks in the bag. Demand specifics.


    His chin lifted. Arrogant as Ruslan could wish, he said, “How does Ruslan plan to take the weapon? I thought I was the only one capable of walking this poisoned labyrinth of yours.”


    The demon said, “Your master is too clever to leave his den, and I dare not travel the currents of the ssarez-kai’s great hearthfire”—Ninavel’s confluence, I understood that to mean, thanks to Kiran. “They inhabit even the least of its eddies in force and would act swiftly to protect their human tool from spying eyes. Yet even the most cunning of you mud-land rats are crude and clumsy in your efforts to wield our fire. When your master wrenches currents out of their natural paths to mirror the pattern of his desire, that change makes ripples that travel far. Great ripples have been spreading of late—and in them, I have tasted hints of the labyrinth’s poisoned fire. A warning I do not intend to ignore.”


    Kiran was thinking at a furious pace about Ruslan and confluences and magic, the whole of it too complicated and unfamiliar for me to follow. I had other concerns. The demon’s refusal to venture into Ninavel meant no chance of crippling Ruslan’s casting by killing Mikail. Nor had it escaped me that the demon was dancing all around the fact it didn’t have a fucking clue about Ruslan’s plan.


    I wasn’t the only one who’d noticed. His drawling accent more pronounced than ever, Marten said, “If you have nothing more to offer than vague warnings and assumptions, I can see why Kiran rejects your help.”


    The sand-figure’s head cocked. The suggestion of a tongue flicked out, there and gone. “Who is this bold ratling, cousin? Not the shadow-souled one you hold in such esteem, so usefully bound to our fire… No. I think perhaps this is the mage whose soul tasted so sweet, spiraling away on the currents. A shame you took him back into your realm before I could swallow it all.”


    Lena made a choked sound of revulsion. Marten’s jaw sagged in pure, genuine horror before he got control of himself and retreated into the armored blankness I’d seen when he questioned Talm in front of Ruslan. I felt queasy myself, thinking of the demon shadowing us and lapping up Marten’s agony like a sandcat savoring marrow from a cracked bone.


    “Did you know?” Marten demanded of Kiran.


    Kiran hadn’t. The surprise and revulsion beating in my head were stamped plain on his features; Marten had to know he wasn’t that good of a liar. And Marten had to be smart enough to see what the demon was attempting. It knew Kiran had help from human mages. It wanted to drive that help away and leave him with no choice but to take the demon’s offer.


    Kiran’s surprise hardened into outrage. He spat at the demon, “You could have helped me protect him. Instead, you hid yourself and drank his ikilhia—and you want me to believe you are my ally?”


    The demon hissed like an adder about to strike. The ripple of Taint strengthened and the sand-shape blurred outward. I took an involuntary step back, my gut seizing, even as I braced to hammer aside a Tainted attack. Kiran held his ground with his hand locked on my wrist, his anger hot enough to overwhelm the cauldron of his fear.


    No attack came. Lena’s rings blazed bright, her mouth moving in urgent, silent song, and the whirling sand contracted back into demon-shape.


    In a rasping snarl, the sand-figure said, “Yes, I swallowed the mortal fire you so rashly spilled. If I had not, the ssarez-kai would have tasted it and found you long before you fumbled your way back into your own realm. That is not all I did to conceal your path, ungrateful child. Even though I knew your attempt to gain an ally of your own kind would be useless.”


    Careful, I thought at Kiran, but he ignored me. “Not useless,” he said. “This man has knowledge of the human defenses that guard Ashkiza’s weapon. In exchange for his knowledge, he wishes some from you. If you don’t want your enemies to take the weapon, answer him.”


    That was speaking far more plainly than I’d like. The demon’s answering laugh was a gritty chuckle, not silver-sweet as I’d heard in the cirque, but the mockery remained sharp. “Is he like the ratlings of the desert? Begging for the merest taste of the fire their souls are too pitifully dark to touch?”


    “Not quite,” Marten said. “I want to know if the artifact you call Ashkiza’s creation has ever before been used as a weapon.”


    The sand-figure straightened. That flicker of a tongue appeared again, in and out in rapid succession. “Once.” It didn’t elaborate.


    Marten said steadily, “In Alathia, mages are not taught much of foreign folklore, but there is one legend that Denarell of Parthus took care to record in his private papers. A legend that speaks of the southern blight: the wasteland where nothing lives, not even the tiniest of plants. Once, long ago, it was a land of oases and life. But death came in a single day and reigns there still.”


    “You know already, then,” said the demon. “Not that it is much of a secret. Do not you mages take power from our realm and spend it at your leisure? But you are such lowly creatures, you use only scraps, and we care not. The children of fire have greater appetites. Your world is barren compared to ours, but it contains a power not found in the halls of fire.”


    Kiran’s realization shocked through me. “The weapon takes life! Like an akheli would but in far greater quantity. That’s the power Ashkiza used to shape and alter your realm as magic does ours.”


    “It was a human who showed Ashkiza the way,” the demon said. “You are such greedy little things. So consider well, cousin, what will happen if you scorn my offer of aid and let your master reach the weapon first.”


    My chest felt hollow, the air I breathed as thin as on the highest of peaks. I’d seen maps. The southern blight was huge. Big enough to swallow the Whitefires and all of Alathia and a good chunk of Varkevia besides. Only the Kaithans dared to enter the wasteland, but the tales I’d heard said not even they had ever crossed the blight’s heart. To think the blight had been created not when the gods made the world, but on a demon’s whim, and that such a horror might well happen again—I couldn’t get my head around the idea. It was too big in its awfulness.


    Marten said, “You speak to Kiran as if the outcome would be different with the weapon in your hands. But it doesn’t matter which faction of demonkind holds the weapon, does it? If it’s used by any of you, mass death will result.”


    He wasn’t looking at the demon but at Kiran. So was Lena, both of them so intent they weren’t even blinking. In a blaze of understanding, I knew one reason Marten had demanded this chat. He knew we didn’t trust him. He hadn’t wanted confirmation of what he already knew, but for Kiran to hear from the demon’s own tongue how dangerous Ashkiza’s weapon was.


    But I can’t turn aside from seeking it, Kiran protested to me, frustration and fear hot behind the words. The demon is right about one thing. I can’t let Ruslan take it in my stead.


    I’d guess Marten is hoping to convince you to leave the weapon alone and kill Ruslan before he can take it. That didn’t sound like a bad plan, despite how little I trusted Marten.


    But how? Kiran said, each word stark. I was counting on the weapon to defeat him.


    The demon said, sweetly reasonable, “Your pet mage lies, cousin. Not all of us care so little for your realm as the ssarez-kai. Ashkiza used her creation the once, to birth into fire those lineages she found worthy and destroy the rest. But she retained a certain fondness for your mud-lands, though she was the one who led us from them. She decreed that none should use her creation until she found a different source to draw upon; after all, there are more realms than those of mud and fire. She put her weapon where she believed none could touch it while she journeyed to explore wilds you have never imagined. Yet if any rat is clever enough to sneak past her defenses in her long absence, it is your master. The weapon is no longer safe where it is. I wish only to return it to Ashkiza and earn her favor, perhaps even her kin-bond, should she judge me worthy. You understand something of what it means to be outcast and kinless, though that is far less a burden for your kind than mine. After so long alone, the chance to gain a new lineage, and that of the Survivor herself—I would not use the weapon and throw that chance away.”


    Oh, the demon was clever and no mistake. All this sob story about how it wanted kin again was perfectly designed to strike at Kiran’s weak spots. Sure enough, part of him was softening, wondering if he dared believe the demon was speaking truth.


    I snorted, and said aloud, “Do other demons fall for this kind of honey trap? ‘Oh, give me the weapon, and I won’t use it’—yeah, right.” To Kiran, I added, Don’t let it lead you along by telling you what you want to hear. Listen to your gut. Which was screaming at him that demons couldn’t be trusted. For once, I was glad of the terror welling up from his shattered past.


    The demon said, “The children of fire have no need for lies. I have always told you the truth, cousin. Can your pet mage say the same?”


    Marten said sharply, “Kiran. You cannot trust this creature.”


    But Kiran was tying the demon’s words back to his own knowledge of magic, the concepts flickering over each other too fast for me to follow. Something was bothering him, something about sources.


    He said to Marten, “Instead I should trust you? If the weapon is so dangerous it should never be used, how is it that it fuels Alathia’s wards and no one lies dead?”


    Lena twitched and looked at Marten. The bleak darkness in her gaze—abruptly, I understood that not all her anger and distress was over how Kiran and I had hurt him. He’d told her something about the wards. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be anything good.


    She may not think it good, Kiran said to me. But I have to know the truth. If there is any way I can use this weapon against Ruslan… Eagerness rose in him, fierce as a swooping hawk’s.


    Marten surely read that desire. He hesitated, glancing at the sand-figure. The demon was silent, unsettlingly so. I had the distinct impression that it, too, was hoping for an answer to Kiran’s question.


    Lena spoke. “Alathia’s method is no good solution. But Kiran, end this summoning and vow to us that you’ll make no alliance with this demon or any other, and afterward Marten will tell you everything he knows of the weapon, holding nothing back.”


    I hadn’t even known Marten could glare like that. Apparently Lena’s offer wasn’t any part of his plan. But she held his gaze; maybe she was speaking to him mage-fashion, because his expression of outraged refusal slowly smoothed away.


    “Do as she says,” he said to Kiran. “I will tell you what I know.”


    The sand-figure made a noise like claws scraping over stone. “Don’t be foolish, cousin. Without my aid you will fail. I have been patient; far more so than you deserve. But I can wait no longer for you to see reason. Come to me now and enjoy my favor. Or deny me and force me to use harsher measures. One way or another, you will walk the labyrinth for me.”


    I could’ve told the demon that was the exact wrong path to take. Kiran had been torn, wanting answers from Marten, yet worried he couldn’t trust those answers or take on Ruslan without demonic aid. Now his mind blazed with rebellion.


    “Your threats prove you can’t be trusted. I will not bring you Ashkiza’s weapon.”


    “Will you not?” the demon said, poisonously amused. “You forget; I have seen your mind. I know your weakness.”


    The sand-shape blasted apart, grit spattering us all. I choked and spat, pushing in wild reflex with the Taint, but nothing was there. The glow of the armband’s garnets winked out. The distant gully was empty once again. That faint, nagging whisper in my head had vanished.


    “Where’d the demon go?” The sudden surge of my fear was as deep and frantic as Kiran’s. All I could think of was Cara, Melly, and Teo. I’d sent them away from the earth-current to keep them safe, but right now no place felt far enough. “Lena—the others, what if the demon—”


    “I sense their soulfires,” Lena said. “They’re waiting right where they should be, and nothing seems wrong. We should keep to our original plan and summon them to join us. However, I suggest we climb to the highest possible point on this ridge. If this demon can call creatures like the hunters the ssarez-kai unleashed on Kiran…”


    The memories of the hunt spilling out of Kiran were terrible. I grabbed Marten’s arm; he was still in bad enough shape he’d need help negotiating the steep slope to the ridgecrest’s highest point, which was sheltered by ranks of far larger boulders than those near us now.


    “Don’t think you’re weaseling out of your bargain. Talk as we go.”


    Marten dug in his heels and called to Lena, “Destroy the charm first.”


    I should watch over her. Kiran was worried the demon might spring some trap using the charm. Much as I approved his caution, I had to stop myself from snatching after him when he left my side. I felt so fucking helpless with the Tainted part of my mind gone dead.


    Gods all damn it, I’d survived ten long years and plenty of nasty situations without the Taint. Stupidest thing I could do was get all dependent on it again. Hadn’t I said I’d prove I could stay in control?


    I hustled Marten up the ridge, weaving between looming boulders. Lena and Kiran soon caught up.


    Lena said, “The link is destroyed beyond use, but the charm isn’t the only means the demon might use to overhear us.”


    She was looking right at me. Kiran said to her, “I cast safeguards around his bond to the confluence when I first took him into the demon realm. If the demon tries to break through them, we’ll feel it and I’ll defend him.” He turned to me. “Stay close. If you feel any tingling or prickling as you did when Lena cast on you, yell for me. Immediately.”


    “I’ll yell my fool head off, believe me.” Even with my help, Marten was moving about as fast as a crippled snail. Worse was the hollow of Cara and Melly’s absence. Why had I thought it a good idea to split up? No matter how impossible Kiran thought it was for the demon to reach them, I feared we’d overlooked something. I know your weakness… What was the demon planning?


    To my further annoyance, Marten refused to say a gods-cursed word until we reached the absolute highest point on the ridge, and Kiran went through a whole rigamarole of vowing while Lena was in blood contact with him so she could vouch he was telling the truth. By the time they finished all that, the boulders hemming us in had gone purple with the onset of twilight. Cara and the rest shouldn’t be long in arriving—if they were truly all right as Lena kept claiming. But I’d had enough of waiting.


    I growled at Marten, “Any more stalling, and I’ll kick you into that gully and let the demon eat the rest of your soul.”


    Kiran’s sharp look said he thought I was being too harsh. I didn’t care. We’d just given up our best hope of destroying Ruslan. Marten had damn well better share something worthwhile in exchange.


    Marten leaned against a boulder’s bulging side like his legs might give way otherwise. “I never imagined a day would come when I would so thoroughly shatter my oaths.”


    Lena gently pressed him down to sitting. “We vowed to sacrifice anything Alathia required of us. Your honor and your future are a far more bitter sacrifice than life or even health, and I well know the pain of it—but Marten, I believe it necessary.”


    Kiran added, far more politely than I would’ve, “I’m sorry, Marten, but I must know how Alathia can safely use the weapon. Did you source it in some other realm as the demon said Ashkiza hoped to do?”


    Marten said, “No. In ours. Our own people, that is. We have no great confluence as you do in Ninavel, no vast reserves of earth-power. Perhaps you’ve heard that every citizen of Alathia gives over a sample of blood at birth for the Council’s records. The Council uses those samples to bind every Alathian into spells linked to the artifact—weapon—whatever you wish to call it. The wards are powered with our own lives. A tiny amount from each, to form a great whole.”


    I couldn’t hold silence. “You’re telling us your wards are powered with blood magic?” No wonder Lena was so upset. Every Alathian mage I’d ever met recoiled in pious horror at the very idea of fueling magic with other people’s lives. To think the Council had been doing just that all this time…


    Marten snapped, “It’s not blood magic! No lives are sacrificed before their time. No effect at all is felt by the untalented, the amount taken is so tiny.”


    Kiran said, “But when they die, from natural causes or otherwise—is it not so that their deaths provide your wards even more power?”


    “I hadn’t time to make a study of it before my arrest.” But Marten’s averted eyes proved he knew what a weaselly excuse that was.


    In bitter victory, I said, “I knew you were no different from Ninavel. Blood magic outlawed to save your citizens—right! Let me guess, the Council outlawed it so nobody could challenge them.”


    “They outlawed it so no one would misuse the ward system,” Marten said, glaring. “Imagine what someone as greedy and ambitious as Ruslan could do with the ability to draw power from hundreds of thousands of people. Or even Ruslan himself—if he gets his hands on this artifact, he won’t need magefire to kill everyone in Alathia. All he needs to do is draw power.”


    I didn’t protest that Ruslan’s vow would stop him. I knew better than anyone how little protection that vow gave. “What makes you think every Council member is so purehearted?”


    “Because none of them can touch the artifact,” Marten said. “Nobody can. The seven captains of the Watch are told there is a location we must above all else defend: a chamber deep in the heart of Alathia’s Marrowvale Hills. After Lena told me of her suspicions about Denarell and demons, I went there in search of the truth. I was able to enter the chamber, although not undetected. Before the Council came for me, I learned enough. Within the chamber is a seamless veil of magic as powerful as our border wards, but unkeyed—no human may pass. Within the veil stands an arch made of anchorstone such as we use for our border gates; and through that arch I saw a blaze of ever-shifting fire. I believe the arch is a gate to the demon’s labyrinth. I suspect the only way to reach that gate is to step sideways into the demon realm to pass the veil of wards. But it would seem no demon can enter the gate, the labyrinth’s energies are so poisonous to them.”


    “Whereas I could,” said Kiran.


    “Yes,” said Lena. “But do you see why you must not? One mishap with the artifact, and every Alathian citizen will die.”


    “Not necessarily,” I said. “Isn’t there a way to release the spell binding all you Alathians to the weapon? The Council has released the border wards before.” Like when the Watch translocated us to Ninavel. With magic drawn from countless unsuspecting people’s lives. Gods.


    Marten barked a caustic laugh. “What do you imagine I was trying to do when you barged into my cell and abducted me? Only the Council knows the details of the ward spells; only they can safely release them. I had almost convinced Councilor Varellian to propose such a course.”


    All right, he had reason to be pissed. “If you’d told me,” I muttered, knowing it for a lie. I wouldn’t have listened. I’d been too set on dragging him back with us. My face burned.


    “We must leave what we can’t change,” Lena said wearily. She looked at Kiran. “You don’t need this weapon to kill Ruslan. Simply take him into the demon realm as you did Marten.”


    Now there was an idea. But Kiran raked the tangled fall of his hair away from his face and sighed. “Do you think I haven’t considered it? But if he stays in Ninavel, protected by his demon allies, I don’t know how I could reach him.”


    I knew. “We draw him out,” I said, excitement rising. “Make him think he’ll gain something worth leaving the confluence. Like you.”


    Kiran shook his head. “That wouldn’t be enough. If it was, he’d have left the confluence to hunt me down long since.”


    “Then what would? You know him best.”


    Marten leaned forward. Even Lena looked newly hopeful.


    Kiran said, “If Ruslan thought he could gain Ashkiza’s weapon, that might bring him. But even if we make a plan clever enough I can take him by surprise and snatch him into the demon realm—if I’m touching him, the amulet won’t block my mark-bond. He’ll simply force me to take him back before he sustains serious injury.”


    Marten said, “Unless you’re too incapacitated to cast. If you open yourself to the demon realm’s currents the instant you arrive, before he can muster a command…”


    Rage boiled up so hot the world went red for an instant. When my vision cleared, I was standing over a fallen Marten with my knuckles throbbing from the force of the punch I’d thrown. Lena was yelling something and Kiran snatched for me, but I dodged him.


    “You goatfucking son of a pit viper,” I snarled at Marten. Sprawled on his back, clutching his jaw, he started to speak. I kept going. “This was your plan from the start, wasn’t it? You want Kiran dead along with Ruslan.” After all the effort I’d put into convincing Kiran not to throw himself on the pyre, fucking Marten would talk him right back into suicide. And Lena, who put such value on sacrifice, would be cheering him on.


    “Dev!” Kiran got hold of my arm and dragged me back. Calm down. Don’t you think we’ve hurt Marten enough?


    That was exactly the guilt Marten would use as his goad. I could just picture him saying—not right out, but implying it with every ounce of manipulative skill he possessed—after all Lena and I have sacrificed and suffered to stop Ruslan, isn’t it your turn?


    “Don’t you fucking listen to him!” I was too angry to speak with mind instead of voice. “I don’t care what he says. I won’t agree to any plan that involves you dying along with Ruslan. That’s not the only way.”


    “Then help me find another.” Kiran gripped my shoulders. I don’t want to die. Not anymore. Not if there’s any other choice.


    He actually meant it. Somewhere along the way, he’d found the hope I’d wanted so badly to give him. The stubborn glimmer of his resolve was so welcome I had to swallow down a hot lump in my throat.


    My voice rough, I said, “I’ll help you. Just…give me a moment to clear my head and think, will you?” I didn’t trust myself not to hit Marten again, otherwise.


    I’ll tell Marten we’d like to wait for Cara before discussing plans further. She, Teo and Melly weren’t far; Kiran showed me two pinpricks and a familiar bronze candleflame fast approaching through the boulders.


    That cheered me even more. Kiran returned to Lena and Marten, murmuring apologies. I paced between rocks, taking care not to go where I couldn’t keep an eye on the trio. There had to be a way to kill Ruslan without Kiran dying.


    Oh, there is, said a sly, sibilant voice in my head.


    I froze. Was that the demon? I tried to yell for Kiran, but my mouth wouldn’t move. My chest felt like it had turned to ice. What the fuck—


    Long has it been since I attempted this. Usually men offer themselves to us willing, and even then we cannot inhabit them entirely, only give them a taste of our power. But with your soul and mind alike so usefully threaded with our fire, I have no such limitation. You are the perfect tool, little rat. How fortunate for me that my young cousin was so careless as to take you within my reach.


    Behind the demon’s words were flashes of meaning like heat lightning. It hadn’t shadowed us through the demon realm only to drink Marten’s pain. It had used the spell it had once cast on Kiran, along with our blood-bond, to set a hook into me that had nothing to do with my bond to the confluence. That ripple of Taint I’d felt during the summoning had been the demon easing itself into me in slow drips like honey sliding along a wire. So slow we hadn’t noticed anything wrong, distracted by the demon’s talk, and after, it had stayed coiled still and small and tight inside me until it was ready to take my body for its own.


    Ice spread from my chest along my limbs, the world growing dim. I put every ounce of will into yelling for Kiran and managed only the faintest whisper of breath.


    Phantom laughter rang in my ears. By all means, let us summon him to your side.


    My mouth moved. “Kiran.” Not a frantic shout, but a lightly casual call.


    He turned. I backed around the side of a boulder, beckoning. His head tilted in puzzlement, but he left Marten and Lena to follow me.


    No. Oh, no. I’d been desperate for his help, but now I wanted him to stay away, keep clear, keep safe. The cold—I was sliding into frigid darkness like a man who’d broken through lake ice, sinking no matter how I clawed for the surface. The last thing I heard was the demon saying his name once more.


    Kiran.
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    (Kiran)


    


    Dev looked so different, waiting for Kiran behind a misshapen lump of stone. His posture was no longer rigid with anger, but eager, even excited—the white blaze of his grin was evident even in the gathering dusk.


    He’d thought up some clever scheme already. Clever enough to let Kiran defeat Ruslan and live? Kiran hurried to him.


    “Tell me what has you so happy.”


    Dev caught Kiran’s arms. You, cousin. About to walk the labyrinth at last.


    Shock hit Kiran a hammer blow. The glimmer of Dev’s ikilhia was coated in an oily indigo sheen. Barbs of indigo were embedded all throughout Dev’s body, like innumerable thorns worked deep into flesh, and his mind—Kiran couldn’t reach it, blocked by a slick, seamless barrier that gave him nothing but the demon’s cold triumph.


    Kiran recoiled, drawing breath to shout for Lena. The demon clapped a hand over Kiran’s mouth and slammed him against the boulder’s side.


    No cries for help, cousin. This will be a private conversation. Do you know how easy it would be for me to leave your favorite ratling a dead husk?


    How do I know you haven’t destroyed his mind already? Just voicing the fear left Kiran shaking with anguished fury. He pushed as hard as he dared through the blood-bond, seeking any hint of Dev’s true self, any way he might rip the demon free.


    The demon said in Dev’s familiar voice, “Far easier to inhabit an empty shell, true. But rest easy, cousin; I have gone to the trouble of preserving your pet for you. All I have done is borrowed his flesh for a time. Though you had best make certain that time is short. Even the shadow-souled can’t survive the touch of our fire so directly for long.”


    The demon wasn’t lying about the potential for damage, but was it lying about Dev’s mind being intact? Kiran knew of no way to forcibly breach the demon’s barrier that wouldn’t cause some harm. Ruslan’s prohibition was a noose holding him far tighter than Dev’s crushing grip.


    Dev’s hand was still pressed hot over his mouth. I know what you want of me, Kiran said through the blood-bond. But without proof Dev isn’t mindburned, you have no lever to move me. I will not risk the lives of thousands on nothing more than your word.


    He projected that certainty with all his strength, hoping to shield the tumbling race of his thoughts. Lena was so close, mere yards away beyond the boulder, but he dared not summon her yet. If the demon would give him an opening, a chink in the barrier he might exploit without hurting Dev—


    “I say again: I have never lied.” The demon leaned in close as a lover and breathed soft words into Kiran’s ear. “I have seen your pet’s mind. Were he in your place, he would risk all the world to save you, no matter how slim his hope of success. And I have seen yours—did I not say I know your weakness?”


    With blurred speed, Dev released Kiran. He ripped his belt knife from its sheath and slashed the blade down his own forearm. Blood burst dark over his skin, pattering to the sand. “Shall I maim his flesh further? Next time, I’ll take a finger. Then a whole hand. He will not thank you for that. Not with how well he loves scrabbling up and down mountains.”


    “Stop!” It took all the control Kiran had not to snatch for the knife. He must not let the demon see his thoughts. The creature was right: he couldn’t abandon Dev while any hope remained for Dev’s survival. Yet neither could he risk a catastrophe on the scale of the southern blight. He could imagine Teo saying, Will you see the world turned to lifeless dust for one man’s sake?


    He must act as Dev would in his place. Use cleverness and subterfuge. But to cheat the demon, he would need to lie far better than he ever had.


    The demon was waiting, the knife poised a bare fraction from Dev’s spread fingers.


    “Don’t hurt him.” Kiran didn’t have to work to make his voice shake. “I’ll walk the labyrinth, but I will not give you the weapon so long as you remain in Dev. Let him go, alive and intact, and the weapon can be yours. If you spoke truth about returning it to Ashkiza.”


    Dev smiled at Kiran and wiped blood from the knife. “Truly, you need not fear, little cousin. For your ratling or for your realm. I will give you the spoor of the labyrinth as an anchor so you may travel swiftly to its gate. Find the labyrinth’s heart, return to me with Ashkiza’s prize, and your pet can be yours again, mind unharmed.”


    “You intend to remain here? What will you tell the others?” Did the demon understand enough of human magic to know Lena was certain to feel Kiran cross into the demon realm? She’d demand explanation. She and Marten—especially Marten!—would be suspicious.


    If he could leave them some clue to hint at Dev’s plight…


    Dev waggled the knife at him. “The children of fire no longer need lies, but that doesn’t mean we have forgotten how to wield them. Your friends will not realize the truth.”


    But the seed of a plan was fast forming. Grateful for the fading twilight and concealing shadows, Kiran slid a fisted hand between his back and the boulder. He scraped his knuckles over gritty sandstone with desperate force.


    “If I’m to walk your labyrinth in search of this weapon, tell me more about what I seek. What does the weapon look like? How will I know when I’ve found it?” His knuckles were sticky with blood, pain singing bright along his nerves. Kiran restrained his body’s instinctive reach for healing and dragged his mauled hand in a slow circle. Too simple a pattern to hold much power, and blood was far less stable a medium than metal, but it would have to suffice.


    The demon’s smile shifted into a perfect imitation of Dev’s sardonic one-sided grin. “Tell you what you seek, so you can think to cheat me by creating some false replica? I think not, cousin. You are not blind to our fire. When you reach Ashkiza’s weapon, you will know it by the taste of its power. Much as I will know when you return if you have truly walked the labyrinth. Your soul should reek of its stink.” The demon advanced upon him. “No more stalling.”


    Hastily, Kiran ground bleeding knuckles into the smeared circle he’d made. He forced along the tenuous contact a trickle of his own ikilhia that glimmered bright with a wordless message made of splinters of memory and emotion. A crude, childish tactic that he had not used since he was first learning to cast, yet the act felt reassuringly familiar, as if he’d last done this days and not long years ago. The demon shouldn’t sense the magic, limited as it was by Dev’s untalented flesh. Kiran must hope that Lena would be suspicious enough to notice the spark of power bound in blood before the message faded.


    A babble of voices rose from the other side of the boulder. Cara had arrived. “Dev, Kiran!” Her yell rang off the rocks. “Get back over here and tell me what in Shaikar’s hells is going on.”


    Kiran thrust away from the boulder. Dev grabbed him. The blood-bond opened wide; Kiran’s forearm burned with the pain of Dev’s wound. His ikilhia flared in instinctive response, healing both his knuckles and Dev’s arm. The demon took no notice. It was busy shoving at Kiran a sense-impression of a virulent roil of energies so noxious that Kiran gagged, his stomach heaving.


    “You have your anchor,” the demon said. “Go.”


    Kiran pulled a swift flood of power through Dev’s bond to the confluence and ripped open a passage to the demon realm. Sloppily, with no attempt to dampen the energies. Lena and Teo would feel him casting. So would Ruslan. Kiran buried hope and fear alike and leaped into the currents.


    


    * * *


    


    Slick, polished stone under his knees and hands. His amulet burned hot against his chest, the aether thick with magic swirling all round him, but he was breathing ordinary air and not the demon realm’s wild currents. Dizzy, Kiran lifted his head.


    The labyrinth’s gate stood before him. A freestanding arch twice as high as a man, made of some substance with the texture of rock but the yellowed patina of old bone. Within that arch—


    Marten had not said the fire he saw was so beautiful. Rippling sheets of flame washed past like a waterfall’s spray, changing from emerald to viridian to cerulean, the colors so astonishingly vivid that Kiran could hardly drag his gaze away. But the energies spilling out through the archway—Kiran retched, cringing back. The core of demonfire within him shrank and thinned under the bite of magic that ate it away like acid. Coughing up bile, Kiran wove a fast, frantic shield from the human energies of his ikilhia. Amazing to think that ordinary mages like Marten could visit this chamber without even noticing the poison.


    Panting, he staggered upright on shaking legs. The chamber had no door. Pale sigils in the swirling Alathian style radiated in neat lines from the base of the arch across the gray stone floor. The walls and vaulted ceiling were so thickly packed with wardlines they appeared made of obsidian. The veil of magic Marten had spoken of—invisible to untalented eyes but an inferno in Kiran’s mage-sight—encircled him and the arch. The veil’s boundary was scant inches away; his bones shivered with the basso thrum of its power.


    His amulet burned his chest, sparking and flaring wildly as the spell bound within reacted against the veil’s powerful magic. Kiran ripped off the charm before its pattern could fail.


    He was ready for an angry horde of Alathian mages to appear, yet the chamber stayed empty. Kiran muttered an imprecation. The veil must shield him from the Alathians’ detection spells, but what were they thinking, not keeping a physical watch over the labyrinth’s gate? He’d hoped the sight of a blood mage entering the labyrinth would spur the Council into breaking the spells that bound their citizens’ lives into the weapon’s source.


    If Lena likewise failed to notice his message…


    He must put his faith in her meticulous caution. He’d never been so glad for her distrust of him.


    Kiran faced the arch and its mesmerizing waterfall of flame. The demonfire within him quailed despite his shield. He swayed, nausea rising.


    I was made to walk the labyrinth. For the first time, the thought of his strange dual heritage was a source of strength. He would survive that poisonous, beautiful fire as demons could not.


    His barriers as strong as he could make them, he stepped through the gate.


    His first startled impression was of quiet. No howling chaos of currents battered him as in the demon realm. But the aether all around him was saturated with that caustic energy so inimical to demonkind; it was like being submerged in a pool of thick, acidic oil. His physical senses insisted he hung in nothingness. But his mage-sight…


    Kiran gasped. Before him was a vast…structure. Intricate and layered as an ice crystal, its latticework made of the jewel-toned fire he’d first seen in the archway. The blazing lattice towered above him as high as the Whitefires over Ninavel, so enormous in size he could barely sense its boundaries. And the entire structure moved. Slowly but ceaselessly, filigreed gaps in the latticework closed and opened and altered, the colors of the fire likewise shifting.
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    Kiran had expected something more static. Also considerably smaller. How was he supposed to find the heart of this—this enormity? The deceptively beautiful energies of the latticework felt so fiercely concentrated he feared one touch would consume his ikilhia in a flash. The only way to penetrate the labyrinth was to navigate the gaps between the flames. But given the labyrinth’s size, Kiran might spend weeks searching those ever-changing pathways.


    He could retreat. He hadn’t intended to take the weapon hidden at the labyrinth’s heart. Only to see it so he might make a replica just as the demon had accused him of intending. He didn’t need to fool the demon for long, just distract it enough that Lena might catch the demon by surprise.


    But he’d also hoped a replica would lure Ruslan out of Ninavel. Kiran hesitated. Something about the pattern of the labyrinth’s changing gaps nagged at him. Not the colors, so breathtakingly intense and distracting—he tried to imagine the fire was stark white instead of a vivid rainbow of hues, the gaps black…


    A sudden memory of the dream he’d had long weeks ago when Dev was sick from the black-daggers’ poison swallowed him. He’d stood outside Ninavel’s great sandstorm wall, desperate to find a way to reach the city burning within, with an exasperated Mikail at his side—


    Look closer, little brother…at the spiraling pattern he’d seen on the sandstorm wall in his dream, the same pattern he’d seen in childhood on the wall of the bone mage’s workroom. Another memory wisped past: his fingers, childishly small, clutching a stick of chalk and laboriously sketching the pattern he’d already drawn a hundred times. The sour man snapped at another adult to make him trace it again, no, again. The boy must repeat this until it is instinct.


    The memory dissolved into another: Zadikah standing beside Cadah’s ancient trap and pointing to a different pattern she claimed was a map of the tunnels. He had wondered then if the pattern that haunted his dreams was likewise a map of some kind.


    A map to the labyrinth’s heart?


    Before he could think better of it, Kiran moved. Traveling here was an effort of will, not body, much as in the demon realm. He rose high toward the labyrinth and plunged into a gap whose curling shape matched perfectly the outermost end of the dream-pattern.


    He was in a narrowing tunnel of flame, and oh, that flame burned the fragile human energies shielding his ikilhia—but when he tried to bolster his energies with demonfire, the acid bite of the aether wrenched a scream from him, his vision darkening. He clawed back to consciousness and braced against the pain. Sweating, shivering, he propelled himself through the fast-closing tunnel. Another gap, there, in the right direction to continue the pattern—he dropped through just in time. Turquoise fire closed in a soundless, viciously powerful flash above his head.


    Kiran raced down tunnels and darted through gaps, his world narrowing to fire and pain and the bright tracery of the pattern in his head. On and on, ever deeper into the labyrinth, and all the while his pain increased, growing from a red mist he could shut out into a vast, gnawing beast that ate ever deeper into his concentration and slowed his travel.


    The tunnels closed so quickly! But only a few more changes of direction and he would finish the dream-pattern. The next gap waited ahead—


    He was too slow. The gap disappeared. Kiran cried out in fear and denial. Fire closed in upon him, the tunnel collapsing. Another gap remained—it led in the wrong direction, but he must escape before fire consumed him. Kiran flung himself through.


    Beyond was a broader space than the tunnels he had been traveling. The pain clawing at him eased a blessed fraction, but his fear did not. He was off the path. If he wandered the labyrinth blindly, he would die long before he escaped it.


    The gap he’d traveled had become a forbidding wall of cerulean fire, but if he waited, the tunnel might open again as the labyrinth shifted. The fire around him was moving, but not yet contracting. He could hold off pain. Had not Ruslan taught him endurance?


    Something was odd about the blue-green fire below him. Dizzily, Kiran focused.


    The fire was shot through with silver threads of magic carrying a subtly harmonic tang that was familiar. Alathian. That was Alathian spellwork laced through the labyrinth’s lattice, like vines twining around a tree trunk so tightly they’d grown into the bark.


    Cautiously Kiran reached his awareness into a silver thread of magic—and glimpsed a distant glittering panoply of coals and pinpricks of life, the latter as numerous as stars on a moonless night.


    Those were Alathia’s mages and citizens. This spellwork was part of the connection linking their lives to the weapon.


    He could not break them free. If he struck to sever the connection, the backlash of energies along the disrupted spells would harm the Alathians tied into them. Ruslan’s will-binding shackled him tight; he could not break his master’s vow. Nor would Kiran want to risk killing any nathahlen, even without the will-binding.


    The red beast of pain gnawed deeper into his vitals. The fire around him was contracting. The gap he’d passed through had not reopened. Kiran fought down panic. Another path remained open alongside the silver vines. Following the Alathian spellwork might lead him to the weapon at the labyrinth’s heart.


    Or out of the labyrinth entirely, but that was better than dying here. Kiran raced along the open pathway. He ducked in and out of gaps and along disappearing tunnels, desperately tracing the faint, harmonic tang threading the labyrinth’s fire. Agony was a weight like a mountain, ready to crush him into darkness. His every breath became a sob of pain.


    The vines spread into a tracery of silver over a curved wall of indigo so deep it approached black. A narrow gap breached the wall, already closing—Kiran plunged through.


    Pain ceased. Kiran cried out in startled relief, his body shuddering with reaction. The aether around him was blessedly clear of poison. This had to be the labyrinth’s heart.


    Yet the spherical space about him was empty. Kiran saw no artifact, nothing that might be a weapon. Dismay curled cold in his gut. Had Ruslan already taken it? How?


    In desperate hope that perhaps Ashkiza had left one last veil to fool any trespassers, he dropped his barriers and flung his senses wide, seeking any hint of spellwork in the calm aether.


    His awareness brushed the dark sphere of flame surrounding him. The fire did not hurt like the outer latticework. It felt good, it felt—


    Midnight-dark tendrils shot toward him and pierced his ikilhia, rooting deep into the demonfire at his core.


    His awareness exploded wide. He saw an ocean of power, rich and glorious and deep, but not wild like Ninavel’s confluence. The labyrinth’s shining latticework tamed the magic, constrained it into a reservoir waiting to be shaped. He felt that control, as if the labyrinth’s immense energies had become an extension of his own ikilhia.


    Astonished laughter bubbled out of Kiran. The labyrinth didn’t protect an artifact. It was the artifact. A single spell pattern so enormous and complex that Kiran couldn’t fathom how Ashkiza had created it. Yet the truth was undeniable. The labyrinth’s spellwork shone in his head in all its astounding complexity, linking him safely to that wondrous reservoir. Here at the labyrinth’s heart, he had no need for channels. He could wield the ocean of power as readily as Dev did the Taint, by will alone.


    With the labyrinth, he could destroy Ruslan with the ease of a man crushing an ant. He could sweep aside even the ssarez-kai. He need never be a victim again, nor see his friends hurt. He could reshape the very world to his desire, as if he were one of the gods Ruslan scorned.


    Except that the ocean was made of Alathian lives. He could not touch the least drop of the labyrinth’s power any more than he could cast against the demon in Dev. He had no wish to hurt anyone, but it was torture to feel the labyrinth waiting to direct all that power at his desire and yet be unable to cast the smallest of spells with it.


    Kiran’s ikilhia boiled wild with frustration. There must be a way to use the labyrinth against Ruslan. If he could somehow prune away the Council’s spellwork, he could will the labyrinth to root itself in the demon realm and not the human one. Draw on the ssarez-kai’s own fire to defeat them along with Ruslan.


    The very idea brought a sweet, hot surge of exhilaration. But how to safely break the labyrinth’s connection to Alathia? Lena might be able to analyze the spells in the gate chamber and cast to sever the labyrinth from Alathia. But he couldn’t bring a mage through the demon realm to the gate, the way he might Dev—


    Dev. He didn’t need an Alathian. If he freed Dev from the demon and brought him to the labyrinth’s gate, Dev could use the Taint to shatter wardlines and sigils until the labyrinth was safely isolated.


    Kiran bared his teeth, thinking of the demon. It hadn’t known the truth of the labyrinth. That, at least, was a weapon he could use. But to confront the demon and free Dev, Kiran must leave the labyrinth, and he’d already exhausted so much of his strength. He was terrified he might move too slowly through the labyrinth’s lattice and be consumed by its fire before he could return to the gate.


    If he followed the Alathian spellwork, that might be a faster route than retreating along the map-pattern. Kiran extended his awareness through the labyrinth’s fiery, ever-shifting halls—and drew in a surprised breath. Running nearly straight from the labyrinth’s heart to its outer boundary was a path blocked by a single cluster of magic isolated from the rest of the spell. As if the cluster was a barricaded door—left perhaps by Ashkiza to block a secret route only she had known.


    He could open that door if he cast using his own ikilhia to dissipate the barricade. Kiran didn’t like the idea of leaving a route open to the labyrinth’s heart, but who else could survive both poison and fire to walk it?


    Besides, he dared not risk another failure to walk the pattern.


    For a terrifying instant, he feared the tendrils of magic binding him to the labyrinth would not let him go—but Ashkiza’s spellwork responded to the frantic force of his desire. The tendrils pulled free of his soul, leaving him shivering, bereft. His ikilhia felt so terribly weak and small without the labyrinth’s embrace.


    Kiran plunged back into the labyrinth’s latticework—a dive into acid and agony—and raced to escape the fire licking so greedily at his ikilhia. Ashkiza’s shortcut was a shortcut indeed, despite the need to breach the barrier she’d left. In far less time than he’d spent seeking the labyrinth’s heart, he burst from its lattice and catapulted toward the shimmering oval of light that marked the gate back to Alathia.


    He staggered out into the gate chamber and nearly fell face-first into the veil of magic that encircled the arch. Pain throbbed hot in his head and his legs were wobbly as an invalid’s.


    He wasn’t alone in the chamber. Beyond the veil, a uniformed mage and a nathahlen man stared at him in surprise.


    He recognized both of them from Dev’s memories. The mage was Councilor Varellian, commander of the Watch, her lined face as proud and severe as it had been when she questioned Dev at Kiran’s trial. She was kneeling with one hand planted on a cluster of glowing sigils. Standing beside her was gaunt, red-haired Councilor Niskenntal, who’d argued Dev should be executed in punishment for his smuggling.


    Niskenntal shouted, pointing at Kiran. Varellian jerked her hands wide. Sigils flared silver, magefire crackling along the wardlines toward him.


    Maybe now they would have the sense to break their citizens’ lives free of the labyrinth. Kiran yanked power from the magic swirling thick in the aether, and leapt into the demon realm.


    Whatever the scarred demon had done to alter his sight seemed permanent. Though a frigid storm of magic battered his ikilhia, he saw not fiery chaos but a sea of crystalline dunes and glowing sky-veils. Yet here a sickly greenish cast shadowed everything. A sign, perhaps, that the poisonous aether bleeding out the labyrinth’s gate affected the demon realm along with the human one. Kiran certainly felt worse every moment, fighting to maintain a frail shield of demonfire over his human ikilhia in reverse of how he’d survived in the labyrinth. He wanted nothing more than to retreat to the human realm. Somewhere pain and illness would cease.


    But here, he could cast. Kiran marshaled his concentration. What would the demon expect Ashkiza’s weapon to look like? Demons didn’t seem to use charms. Or at least, they didn’t use them now. But in the days they had been flesh—Kiran remembered the curiously powerful artifact Simon Levanian had modified to create his border-crossing charm, and the strange charm Marten had used in Ninavel to block Kiran’s mark-bond.


    Kiran pulled labyrinth-tainted power from the currents swirling around him and shaped a spell pattern. Pale sand-stuff swirled upward before him and solidified into a metallic latticework reminiscent of the labyrinth in miniature, about the size of Kiran’s doubled fists. The charm was mere illusion, but one that should fool all of Dev’s blunted senses. When Kiran grasped the charm, it felt properly cool and solid in his hand. To Dev the charm would appear to be made of myriad strands of metal, just as Marten’s charm had been.


    It would have to do. Bile was climbing up his throat, pain shuddering along his nerves. Kiran reached for Dev’s familiar ikilhia and let that anchor pull him along the currents. Dunes and sky-veils blurred into a storm of color.


    Another few heartbeats, and he stumbled onto soft sand. Kiran looked around, confused. This wasn’t the boulder-strewn ridgetop where he’d left Dev. He stood in a wholly unfamiliar gully winding between stair-stepped orange cliffs. Mid-morning sun was warm on his shoulders.


    Dev loomed right in front of him, reaching. Kiran jumped back, the false charm clutched protectively to his chest.


    “Where are we?” he demanded.


    “Far enough from your friends to confound any attempt you’ve made to seek their help.” Dev gave him the demon’s mocking grin. “Did you think me so foolish as to remain where I might face ambush?”


    Kiran strained through his barriers for any hint of nearby ikilhia. Nothing.


    Lena had failed to find his message. He fought not to show the depth of his dismay. “I found the labyrinth’s heart.” Kiran brandished the false charm at the demon. “Leave Dev, and you can have your prize.”


    Dev’s green eyes narrowed, his head tilting. “You certainly look ill enough to have walked the labyrinth, but I’m not yet convinced that trinket you hold is Ashkiza’s creation.” The demon held out Dev’s hand. “Come, cousin. Show me your mind. Prove you speak truth.”


    He hadn’t expected the demon to believe him about the charm. Without Lena, he had only one lever to use.


    Kiran let the charm fall to the sand. “You want the truth? The labyrinth is the weapon. I can’t bring it to you, no matter what you threaten. All I can do is use it. And believe me, I intend to.” The demon might not understand that he could not cast with Alathian lives. “Get out of Dev, now. If he dies, I’ll destroy you right along with Ruslan.”


    The demon didn’t laugh at the threat. It stared at him unblinking, Dev’s body gone eerily still. “So eager for destruction. I am curious, little cousin. Let us assume you speak truth. If you cannot bring the weapon to me, can you destroy it?”


    The demon couldn’t be serious. What did it think to gain by the question? Kiran said warily, “I can’t imagine Ashkiza would be pleased with that.”


    “A better outcome than her edict broken and your mud-lands laid waste,” the demon said.


    “I don’t intend to lay waste to anything except Ruslan and the ssarez-kai.”


    “The ssarez-kai…” Dev’s eyes widened and the demon hissed, the sound all the more alien coming from a human mouth. “You intend to use our realm as your source. You—”


    Dev jerked and clapped a hand to his neck as if fly-bitten. He lurched toward Kiran and crumpled.


    Kiran caught him in pure reflex. He lost his balance and landed hard on his back with Dev a limp weight on top of him.


    The candleflame of Dev’s ikilhia was steady but muted as if in sleep—and unmarred by any hint of indigo. Nor did Kiran sense any barrier around his mind, which was dark and still but appeared blessedly intact. Had the demon left Dev? Why had the demon left him?


    A fat black dart glistening with some sticky substance was embedded in Dev’s neck. Hope bloomed wild in Kiran’s heart. Lena had gotten his message. Teo must have prepared a drug to put on the dart, and Cara certainly had the skill to hurl it. He couldn’t sense anyone nearby, but that only meant Lena had cast a veiling to hide them.


    Kiran heaved Dev off him and twisted to scan the gully. “Lena? Are you—”


    A raw blast of magic knocked him away from Dev and pounded him flat into the sand. Kiran gasped for air that wouldn’t come and struggled to shore up fractured defenses. The amulet was a live coal searing his chest raw.


    Strong hands rolled him over. Through blurred, watering eyes, Kiran glimpsed broad shoulders, a long tail of hair glowing russet in the sun, a terrifyingly familiar golden face—


    Ruslan. In instant, desperate reaction, Kiran called upon every scrap of ikilhia he possessed and clawed to reach the demon realm.


    The aether thinned. He tasted the barest hint of freezing currents, but without Dev and the confluence, he hadn’t the strength to reach them.


    Another blast of magic smashed against his inner defenses, leaving him reeling, his concentration shattered. Long fingers caught the chain of Kiran’s amulet and ripped it from him in a flare of spellwork.


    His blood-bond to Dev opened, but so did the mark-bond. Before he could reach the confluence, Ruslan’s will crushed his. Kiran lay frozen, all control of his body and magic gone.


    Ruslan bent over him. Past his shoulder, Kiran sighted a rigidly impassive Mikail crouched beside Dev’s limp body with a rope in his hands.


    A rope. Not a knife. But knowing Ruslan meant to save Dev for some later torment instead of murdering him here and now was little comfort.


    “This should have been a happy day.” No triumph lit Ruslan’s hazel eyes; they were as dark and bleak as his words. “Reunited with you after long weeks, Kiran…but instead of the akhelysh I loved so dearly, I see before me only a creature so poisoned and twisted he is happy to murder his own kin.”


    He wasn’t blocking Kiran from speech. “I didn’t want Lizaveta dead. I didn’t even want you dead. But you won’t stop.” He didn’t expect mercy from Ruslan, but Ruslan wasn’t the only one listening. Mikail. Please, brother, hear me. “Lizaveta tried to warn you about the ssarez-kai. She died to warn you, yet still, you won’t heed her. You’re so obsessed with this idiocy of revenge you’ll let demons lay waste to our world—”


    “All the nathahlen in this world could die and it would not make up for Lizaveta’s loss.” Ruslan’s grief swamped Kiran, crushing in its enormity, an anguish so deep that it bordered on madness.


    “Then why? Why kill them?” The old, helpless frustration boiled up in Kiran. How could someone as clever as Ruslan be so blind?


    “Revenge is to soothe the pain of the living, not bring back the dead. Shall I show you how pleasant it will taste?”


    A vision swallowed Kiran: Dev lying spread-eagled on the anchor stone in Ruslan’s workroom, manacled and naked and helpless as Alisa had been in the terrible memory Lena had returned to him of her death.


    But it was not Ruslan raising a knife over Dev’s bared torso, ready to savage his flesh. Kiran’s own hands held the blade. He stabbed the blade into Dev’s stomach, helpless to prevent himself from obeying Ruslan’s will. The knife sank deep, slicing Dev open slowly, so slowly, and Kiran could not stop the blood running red over his hands, or heed Dev’s agonized screams—


    “No!” Kiran shook, his vision blurred by furious tears. “No. He’s nathahlen—he’s nothing to you—”


    “It’s your pain I wish to savor.” Ruslan’s dark satisfaction poured into Kiran. “As for demons…ah, Kiran. Always you underestimate me. Why do you think I waited so long to claim you?”


    “You wanted to know what I sought at the temple, but what I’ve found won’t help you.” He would never succeed in hiding his knowledge from Ruslan. Instead, he shoved the memory of the labyrinth straight at his master. You can’t take Ashkiza’s weapon. You can’t use it. You can’t even compel me to cast with it, or you’ll break your blood vow.


    “Oh, I think my compulsions have worked excellently,” Ruslan said. “Have you not kept me informed every step of the way since I burned Prosul Akheba?”


    “What? I broke your compulsion.”


    “One of them.” Ruslan bent to place a savage kiss on Kiran’s forehead. “Remember.”


    Doors in Kiran’s mind opened that he had not even known were there. As if in a dream, he recalled standing in the slot canyon after the flood. Cutting his hand, smearing a blood pattern on the cliff, infusing it with his memories and a wisp of a veiling to hide the pattern from nathahlen eyes. Leaving another such message in the temple’s starlit courtyard, tracing his blood over stone with his mind a calm blank, the memory of the act sinking away as soon as he’d completed it.


    “How?” Kiran whispered, horrified. Ruslan showed him, with pitiless clarity: the moment when Kiran had nearly removed his amulet before Dev tackled him. The sense of thorns driving deep into his mind—that one instant of connection was all Ruslan had needed to sink a second compulsion into him. Just as he’d done in the Cirque of the Knives, pushing Kiran to seek the truth of his past.


    His mind had never been his own. Lena and Teo had been right to distrust him.


    But thinking of Lena, he heard the echo of her saying of Ruslan: he is not some invincible, infallible god.


    Kiran bared his teeth at Ruslan. “You want me to despair. To believe that you control me so deeply I can’t fight you. It’s not true.” Ruslan might have forced him to leave messages, might even have wanted him to seek the temple, but Kiran’s other decisions had been his own. He had bound himself to Dev, taken Marten, walked the labyrinth, and none of that was Ruslan’s will.


    Irritation spiked hot and red through Ruslan’s continuing waves of grief. “Do you think your will is any match for mine? Show me what else you have to share.” With ruthless efficiency, he dragged up Kiran’s memories of temple and labyrinth, examining each and every one. Kiran fought to break Ruslan’s hold, all his anger and pain and loss uniting into a silent scream of injustice—and failed as he always had.


    Mikail was busy with the rope, binding Dev’s limbs cruelly tight. The sight tore at Kiran far worse than Ruslan’s use of him. He couldn’t bear to think of Dev screaming under his knife the way Alisa had screamed under Ruslan’s.


    But he would not let the horror of it break him. “You can hurt me,” Kiran said to Ruslan. “Destroy my mind, even, but you will never own my soul. I am no longer a child to cower before you, desperate for your love. I have known far better love than yours, and become far more than what you tried to make of me.”


    “What I tried to make of you…oh, Kiran.” Ruslan slid a palm up Kiran’s cheek. His fingers tangled hard in Kiran’s hair. “I was so certain I could correct your flaws. My failure will forever haunt me. When I think of what you might have been…”


    The grief spilling down the mark-bond showed stark on Ruslan’s face. For a brief, terrible instant, Kiran saw himself through Ruslan’s eyes, in a score of overlapping memories. A wide-eyed child bursting into a joyous smile after Ruslan praised his spell; a shy teenager, growing tall and lean and ever more beautiful, his ikilhia so bright Ruslan could hardly wait to bond it to his own; a young man, frustratingly rebellious, but responding at last to Ruslan’s guidance. Kiran kneeling before him in abject surrender; Kiran arching and shuddering in his arms, shared rapture blazing through their souls; Kiran at his side in the Cirque of the Knives, an eager, obedient partner in his casting.


    “You confuse love with ownership,” Kiran said, his eyes hot with the tears Ruslan would not shed. “You always have. You’ll destroy me because I’m not the adoring akhelysh you wanted. What will you do when Mikail shows he’s a person, not a pet?”


    Mikail jerked away from Dev and stalked toward Kiran. “Ruslan will destroy you because you killed Lizaveta. After all your talk of love, how you could summon a demon to murder her—!”


    “Mikail.”


    That was all Ruslan said, but Mikail stopped in his tracks. His face hardened back into impassivity, though the rapidity of his breathing betrayed the depth of his anger.


    Kiran shut his eyes, hope ebbing. There would be no help from Mikail.


    “Yes,” Ruslan said gently. “Mikail has the strength you lack. His heart remains true, though you have broken it along with mine. We have only one consolation. You have given us everything we need to punish those who poisoned and ruined you.”


    Accompanying Ruslan’s words was a flash of the passageway Kiran had left in the labyrinth, so open, so inviting, leading straight to the spell-structure’s heart. Through the dark ocean of Ruslan’s anguish ran a blazing thread of excitement—as if Ruslan had seen in a burst of insight the solution to some thorny problem that had plagued him.


    “You can’t walk the passage,” Kiran protested, but new fear seized him.


    “I won’t need to,” Ruslan replied. Kiran caught a glimpse of an arch—just like the Alathians’ gate, but made of gleaming, sigil-marked silver—standing amid a massive spell-pattern in Ruslan’s workroom.


    Ruslan had made a second gate to the labyrinth’s realm. But Kiran didn’t understand how Ruslan could use it. He couldn’t compel Kiran to cast in his stead without breaking his vow.


    Ruslan dragged his fingers from Kiran’s hair. He traced them down over Kiran’s throat to his chest. The sigil incised over Kiran’s heart burned at his touch. Kiran shut out the pain, his mind a frantic whirl. He had to figure out how Ruslan meant to use the gate.


    Slowly, Ruslan said, “Seeing you is harder than I imagined. You may be right in one respect: savoring your pain will not be enough to salve mine. Lizaveta thought your death the only cure. She was always wiser than I…”


    Through the mark-bond, Kiran felt the hardening of Ruslan’s resolve. He was steeling himself to burn Kiran to ash on the spot. The shock of it froze Kiran’s tongue. He’d been so certain Ruslan must keep him alive to use the labyrinth; that he might yet have a chance to fight.


    “Ruslan.” Mikail was abruptly right there, his hand on Ruslan’s shoulder. “I need to watch him kill the nathahlen. Please. Don’t take that from me.”


    Kiran held his breath, afraid to speak lest he tip Ruslan over the edge. If his death would stop Ruslan from all other revenge, he would welcome it. But he had seen that was not Ruslan’s intent. Whether he killed Kiran or not, he still meant to destroy Alathia.


    For a long moment, Ruslan didn’t move. At last he sat back with a sigh.


    “For you, akhelysh, I will endure. Hard as that is.”


    His will pressed on Kiran, impossible to deny. Kiran sat up. His heart was thundering in his ears. Had Mikail begged Ruslan to spare him purely out of desire for revenge, or did some sympathy still remain beneath his mage-brother’s anger?


    If so, he saw no sign of it in Mikail’s hard expression as he slipped a vial from his belt and smeared green paste in Kiran’s obediently opened mouth.


    The rancid taste was all too familiar. “Hennanwort?” Kiran said thickly.


    Ruslan said, “Given your newfound ability to translocate, I would prefer not to trust in wards or spend all my concentration on the mark-bond.”


    The dose was strong. His limbs went numb, halos spreading across his vision. His sense of self and time and place was fast sliding away. Kiran fought to stay conscious, though his heart told him Ruslan was not like Simon Levanian; he would not make mistakes. And with Dev captive at his side, this time Kiran had no hope of rescue.


    
      

      [bookmark: _Toc432273046]Chapter Twenty-Nine

    


    


    (Dev)


    


    I woke face-down in sand with my head pounding like I’d drunk an entire vat of firewine. Spitting out grit, I tried to push up, but my arms were stuck behind me. What…?


    Memory crashed over me: the demon uncoiling inside my mind and taking my body for its own. I slurred a curse, fighting to move locked muscles, desperate to break the demon’s hold—and realized it wasn’t the demon prisoning my body, but simple rope. I was trussed as tight as a goat meant for slaughter, and the knots weren’t giving an inch.


    Last I remembered, the demon had been calling Kiran over, all smugly certain of its strategy. Kiran must’ve realized what had happened to me. Somebody had tied me up—somebody damn good at it—and either Kiran or Lena had ripped the demon right out of me. I didn’t feel the least hint of the sly Shaikar-spawn lurking inside my head.


    Suliyya grant the demon hadn’t done anything terrible before they got it out. I rasped out Kiran’s name and turned my head, looking for anyone who could untie me and tell me what was happening.


    Shock froze me solid. Ruslan! Shaikar take him, Ruslan was a mere twenty feet from me, pulling a tangle of leather straps out of a pack with Mikail crouched right beside him. They had to know I was awake, but neither of them so much as glanced my way.


    Oh gods, where was Kiran? All I saw past Ruslan and Mikail were swordplants bristling from stacked layers of coppery rock. Frantic, I twisted my head the other way.


    Kiran was lying limp on his side, facing me. His eyes were blank and staring, the pupils tiny specks in a sea of blue. A thin trail of drool stretched from his mouth to the dirt.


    Mindburned? Mother of maidens, no—


    Wait. Those shrunken pupils. Ruslan might have drugged him instead of destroying his will. I prayed that was so, but I wasn’t sure, not at all. He wasn’t wearing his amulet. Our blood-bond should be open wide, but I felt nothing from him, not even a glimmer of thought. I strained harder along the link, screaming his name in my head, willing him to wake the fuck up.


    All I got back was echoing silence. My heart galloped in panicked rhythm. How had Ruslan got hold of us? Where were the others?


    I imagined Cara lying torn and ruined on the sand, Melly a bloody heap beside her, Lena and Marten and Teo dead too, flies swarming in the sun—


    No. No. I’d no proof Ruslan had killed them. I had to think, had to get Kiran and me out of this. I took a shaky breath and looked again at Ruslan and Mikail.


    They’d separated the mess of leather straps into two harness-like contraptions. Each harness had a sigil-marked rectangle of silver studded with fat crystals that glowed a sullen red. Mikail already had one harness on, the metal plate snugged firm against his back and the straps bound over his shoulders and chest. He was helping Ruslan put on the other.


    I didn’t know what they meant to do with the harness-charms, but I knew what was in those crystals. Power Ruslan and Mikail had raised by torture and murder and stored to fuel their spellwork in the absence of Ninavel’s confluence.


    At least Ruslan’s blood vow meant they couldn’t use any of that power against me. The rope binding me lacked any warning sting of a warding. I wriggled, trying to feel if any rocks lurked beneath the sand. Anything I could scrape my bonds against.


    No rocks. Damn it—


    A faint skittering, as of pebbles bouncing down stone, caught my ears. The sound had come from the stacked rock layers behind Ruslan and Mikail. I squinted at swordplants and sunbaked stone.


    Nobody was there. The sound could’ve been natural. Desert rock broke and slid all the time, sandstone crumbling away for reasons known only to the gods.


    But Ruslan strode away from Mikail to scan the cliff. He thought someone could be sneaking up on us. Someone hidden by a veiling spell? My heart jolted with sudden hope. Lena was good with veils.


    “Hey, asshole!” I yelled at Ruslan. Curses wouldn’t be enough to distract him. I needed to piss him off. “Remember how Lizaveta looked when the demon was done with her, all broken and burned and bloody? Oh yeah, you don’t, because I made sure she got burned to ash. Just in case she had any spark of life left.”


    Mikail growled something and started toward me. Ruslan didn’t turn, his attention still on the ragged rock layers. He raised a hand.


    Oh, shit. If he knew someone was creeping toward us, but not who, he was perfectly free to cast despite his blood vow.


    A female voice sang out, high and wild. Silver fire swallowed Ruslan, and something brightly metallic whizzed through the air straight toward Mikail’s back.


    It didn’t reach him. Mikail whirled with a shout. Green light flared bright in front of him, and the speeding projectile bounced harmlessly away. Mikail raised his hands as if to strike—only to curse, his fingers clenching.


    Lena had dropped her veiling. She wasn’t the only one vaulting down the final rock layer onto the sand; Cara and Marten were right beside her.


    I yelled to urge them on, praying desperately for Khalmet’s favor. Ruslan and Mikail couldn’t cast against any of them, but I well knew that was no guarantee of success.


    Ruslan shrugged out of Lena’s magefire, coolly untouched, and drew a blade from his belt. He lunged—not for the three attackers, but toward me and Kiran. Marten put on a burst of speed and slammed into Ruslan before he reached us. The two of them crashed to the sand.


    Lena ran right for Kiran. Mikail blocked her path, his knife ready. He slashed at Lena, but she sang something fierce and the knife went spinning from his hand. He snarled and grabbed for her. She dodged him, her rings blazing bright as silver suns, and snatched up Kiran as easily as if he weighed nothing.


    Mikail went for me, not his knife. I rolled toward an oncoming Cara. She got her hands on me and started to pull, but Mikail leaped forward and locked his hands over her wrists.


    “I can’t cast to harm, but there are other spells.” He grinned, cold and vicious.


    Cara gasped, her eyelids fluttering and her head rocking back; a look of searingly intense pleasure crossed her face.


    Mikail kicked her backward and hauled me up despite my thrashing. He locked an arm around my midsection, crouched, and sprang upward. Giant wings of red fire exploded outward to sweep the air around us. Shouting, Cara jumped in a desperate reach for my ankle—and missed. Mikail shot skyward with me trapped tight against his body.


    I screamed in wordless, furious denial, echoed by Cara below. Lena was racing away with Kiran slung over her shoulder. Marten was grappling with Ruslan. Ruslan’s knife arced in a swift slash, and blood splashed dark on the sand. Marten yelled Cara’s name and threw a gem-studded disc of silver at her.


    Kiran’s amulet! Cara snatched it from the air. Marten heaved against Ruslan’s grip, red spreading over his shirt. Ruslan hammered him over the head with the hilt of his knife. Marten slumped. Wings of flame sprang free of Ruslan’s harness, and he arrowed upward with Marten dangling limp in his arms.


    I didn’t dare thrash anymore. If Mikail dropped me from this high, I wouldn’t survive it. I braced to see Ruslan hurl Marten to his death on the rocks and then swoop after Lena and Kiran. Instead, he turned northward and away, his fiery wings pushing him through the air faster than any bird could fly. Marten was still caught tight in his arms.


    Mikail followed, and my surprise turned wary. Why hadn’t they gone after Kiran?


    Maybe because Kiran was mindburned. Maybe I’d only thought he was drugged because I wanted so desperately for that to be true. I spat curses into the wind as it ripped tears from my eyes and chapped my face raw.


    I didn’t have to wonder why Mikail had taken me. Ruslan would want to kill me slow. A swift death by falling would be by far the kinder fate, but I didn’t struggle against Mikail’s hold. A kind death meant giving up. And I was far, far too angry to give up.


    As fast as we were flying north, it didn’t take long before we were over terrain I didn’t recognize. The spires and ridges and canyons of the clanlands subsided into dead-flat swaths of orange sand broken by occasional slender buttes poking skyward like lonely watchtowers.


    Ruslan spiraled down to land on top of a butte with a summit as flat as a highside courtyard. His wings flared and vanished as he dumped Marten on the stone. Mikail swooped down to land at Ruslan’s side.


    Marten sprawled limp at Ruslan’s feet, new rivulets of blood spilling through the rents in his shirt. A relief, since fresh blood meant he wasn’t dead. Yet. I kept my mouth shut despite the insults that wanted to break free. Watch and listen for opportunity, that was the game I had to play, no matter how hard it was to muzzle the fury burning in my blood.


    Ruslan threw Mikail a silver amulet on a thin chain. “Put this on the nathahlen.”


    The amulet was near as large as Kiran’s, though the gemstones amid the runes were all emeralds, not a variety of stones like the ones on Kiran’s charm. I bucked against Mikail’s hold, but his grip around my torso stayed hard as iron. He slung the amulet on me; I flinched when the charm hit my chest, expecting agony, compulsion, something awful.


    Nothing happened. Or at least, nothing I could feel. “What the fuck’s that thing for?” I snarled, more to make sure I could still talk than because I expected any answer.


    Sure enough, Ruslan ignored me. He stretched his hands wide. The air between them shimmered, and a misty line appeared, fast thickening into a rope that looked every bit as solid as that knotted around my limbs. Ruslan tossed the rope on the stone at Mikail’s feet.


    “Bind the nathahlen to your harness so you need not worry over holding him safely aloft.” A second rope shimmered into existence between Ruslan’s hands, and he bent to Marten.


    Mikail didn’t move. He burst out with, “Ruslan, what of Kiran? If we had pursued the Alathian, we could have—”


    “Pursuing the Alathian would have wasted precious power in our zhivnoi crystals. We barely have enough to safely reach Ninavel’s confluence, and I want no further delays.” Ruslan frowned down at his harness. “Flight charms are such a poor substitute for translocation.”


    Mikail said, “But the hennanwort’s effects will wear off before we reach Ninavel. If Kiran blocks the path he opened to the labyrinth’s heart, we’ll have no hope of wielding the weapon.”


    Drugged! Kiran was drugged, not mindburned. Hope leaped so bright that I forgot caution. “Kiran’s going to toss you both into Shaikar’s hells, just like he did Lizaveta.”


    Mikail threw me face-down onto the stone. I landed hard enough to split my chin open and knock the wind from my lungs. He was right on me, yanking me onto my back, his knife bared.


    “Mikail,” Ruslan said mildly.


    “Let me cut out his tongue,” Mikail said. “Please.”


    “Not yet.” Ruslan looked at me for the first time. “He may be only nathahlen, but when the labyrinth is ours and those he loves are dying in torment, I want to hear him beg.”


    The dark promise in his eyes dried my mouth to ash. “You can’t cast against Cara and Melly. Not with Ashkiza’s weapon, not with anything.”


    “It’s not I who will be casting.” Ruslan clawed his fingers into Marten’s hair and lifted Marten’s slack, blood-smeared face. “Lizaveta should have been the one to wield the labyrinth.” A spasm of anguish twisted Ruslan’s face. He looked down, his grip on Marten’s hair tightening. “In her stead, I think it fitting that Captain Martennan will draw every scrap of life from his beloved country and leave it a blighted wasteland.”


    Ruslan’s plan wouldn’t work. Marten couldn’t cast. He wouldn’t be doing a damn thing with the labyrinth. I couldn’t stop a savage grin.


    But Mikail, damn him, eyed Marten and said, “Can he cast in Lizaveta’s stead? His ikilhia looks as weak as a nathahlen’s.”


    Ruslan said, “Kiran was kind enough to tear his power from him, yes. But even crippled, Martennan is yet a mage, not truly nathahlen. A riverbed that has run dry can be forced to flow again. His ikilhia is too weak to survive the experience, but he’ll live long enough to know what destruction his final casting has wrought.”


    My grin died. Ruslan was so fucking certain he’d won. I opened my mouth, unable to hold silence, but Mikail spoke first.


    “But we can’t force Martennan. Not without casting. He’ll never yield to physical coercion—”


    “We cannot force him,” said Ruslan. “But Ninavel holds plenty of mages not bound as we are. With Martennan’s ikilhia so reduced, even a lesser mage should have no trouble casting a binding that will ensure he obeys our every command. Especially if his innate mental resistance is first weakened by pain.” His gaze dropped to Marten again, and his smile softened into something truly horrible.


    Mikail said, dogged, “But if Kiran goes to the labyrinth—”


    “You need not fear on that score, akhelysh.” Ruslan tightened a last knot and stood. Bound to Ruslan’s harness, Marten rose with him, his head lolling and his body slack. “The Alathians have taken steps to protect their gate. Kiran will not reach it again. And with what you carry…” Ruslan smiled his sandcat’s smile at me. “Kiran will come to us in Ninavel as surely as if compelled by the mark-bond. And then both your vengeance and mine will be satisfied.”


    I glared back at him, though I had the awful feeling he could see straight through my defiance to the fear creeping cold along my spine.


    Above me, Mikail’s breath hissed out through his teeth. In silence, he snaked a coil of rope around my torso and through my bonds, then knotted it to his harness. I strained my head back, trying to see his face. I hadn’t wanted to admit as much to Kiran, but I well knew Mikail wasn’t entirely lacking in care for him, no matter how fucked-up and stunted that feeling was. Had Lizaveta’s death burned the last shred of humanity out of him, or did he still have some glimmer of concern for his mage-brother that I could exploit?


    All I got for my trouble was a clout to my temple that made the world go dark. By the time I surfaced again, we were flying, the wind battering me and the rope branding fire across my body where it cut into ribs and stomach and groin. I almost envied Marten, who was dangling insensible from Ruslan’s harness. Mikail’s wings swept the air in steady rhythm, driving us northward after Ruslan like a hawk speeding for its roost. Far below us, the desert was a red, wrinkled plain. The Whitefires reared high to the west in serrated knives of pale granite. Some of the peaks, I recognized. We were still a long way from Ninavel, but eating up the distance fast.


    Surely Kiran wouldn’t be so stupid as to come running. Even if he couldn’t get near Ashkiza’s weapon, Lena and Cara would help him come up with some better scheme than haring after me on a rescue attempt.


    No, said a sly voice deep inside me. Ruslan is right; he will come.


    I jerked against my bonds in surprise. Khalmet’s bloodsoaked hand! The demon hadn’t left me?


    And miss a chance to be carried secretly into the very heart of my enemies’ stronghold? Did I not say you are the perfect tool?


    I didn’t care anymore what the demon had done to me. I’d take any ally against Ruslan. What’s your plan once we reach Ninavel?


    To wait for the chance to strike, said the demon. Neither of us wants Ruslan and the ssarez-kai to wield Ashkiza’s weapon; do you not agree?


    You know I do. But what’s this talk of waiting? You heard Ruslan. He thinks he’s got everything he needs. Soon as he breaks Marten, he’ll make him suck every bit of life out of Alathia and do gods only know what with all that power—though I knew one thing he’d do; he’d be certain to make Marten cast something horrible against Cara and Melly, oh gods! We can’t wait, we have to stop Ruslan right now—


    Calm yourself. The demon’s irritation prickled through me. Surrounded by the ssarez-kai, I will have at best one chance to strike, and I warned you, I am bound by blood-right. I cannot touch Ruslan unless the ssarez-kai release their claim. But when my young cousin comes for you—ah, now that will bring opportunity. Until then I will hide still and small within your soul, deeper than even the brightest-souled mage can reach. While you must hold your tongue. Give the akheli no reason to kill you before my cousin arrives. Is this clear to you?


    Perfectly clear, though I didn’t much like it. I had the nasty feeling the demon wouldn’t care what Ruslan did to me, so long as I didn’t die outright.


    But the demon wasn’t waiting around for me to argue; it sank away until I had no more sense of it in my head. I squinted at Ruslan, a dark blot between blood-red wings.


    “You haven’t thought of everything, you asshole,” I growled, my words lost in the rush of the wind. Suliyya grant that Ruslan’s failure to see the demon in my soul would mean he’d be the one to burn.


    


    * * *


    


    (Kiran)


    


    “I can’t find Dev. I can’t find him.” Kiran paced from sun to shadow and back again, heedless of the afternoon’s burning heat. Huddled in the shade of a looming boulder, the others watched him in silence. Teo was crouched over his satchel, his hands white-knuckled on the strap. Lena twisted at her rings with a deep, worried crease between her brows. Melly shifted anxiously from foot to foot beside Cara, whose fierce gaze he found hardest to meet.


    She was counting on him. They all were. They’d risked their lives to save him, lost friends and lovers and more because of him. He could not fail them. Could not. Yet time was slipping away so fast. Teo and Lena had purged his blood of the hennanwort as quickly as possible and helped him find an earth-current so he could draw enough power to cross to the demon realm. But he’d lost most of a day recovering from the drug, and more in his futile search for Dev and Marten. By now Ruslan must be nearly to Ninavel and the protection of the ssarez-kai.


    Cara shoved away from the boulder. “Please say that doesn’t mean Ruslan’s killed him.” The depth of her fear for Dev was plain in the hard angles of her crossed arms. Her fingers were sunk deep into her biceps as if she were physically clinging to her control.


    “Ruslan would never kill him so quickly.” He didn’t want to tell her why; the vision of his own knife carving Dev open was too terrible. “Ruslan’s blocked the blood-bond somehow. He’s hidden not just Dev, but himself, Mikail, and Marten.” Kiran could not travel the demon realm’s chaotic maelstrom of currents without an anchor to guide his path. He’d struggled to find any hint of his quarry’s ikilhia to use as his lodestone, and failed every time.


    He’d even grown desperate enough to search for the scarred demon. But the seeking cries he sent spiraling out on the currents had gone unanswered, without even a distant sense of the demon’s watching presence. Wherever the demon had gone when it abandoned Dev, it was nowhere Kiran could reach.


    Cara said, “But you know where Ruslan is going.”


    “Yes.” Kiran’s chest tightened. “And yes, I know the taste of Ninavel’s confluence well enough to anchor my path to the city.”


    Teo shook his head, his mouth a grim line. “Ruslan and the ssarez-kai will expect you to come to Ninavel.”


    “I know,” Kiran said. “But I have to go. It’s my one hope of stopping him. After I failed to reach Dev, I tried to reach the labyrinth and failed in that, too.”


    “What?” Lena’s head jerked up. “Has the Council released the wards and closed the gate?”


    He hated to destroy the hope he saw dawning in her eyes. “No. They’ve drawn even more on the labyrinth. The gate chamber is built in a valley that holds a small confluence. The Watch has created a new barrier surrounding the entire confluence—a barrier that exists not just in our realm but in the demon realm. Don’t ask me how they managed that. All I could discover is that the spell’s keyed against me, specifically. I can’t pass it. Nor can I break it; it’s as strong as the border wards. In the demon realm I can reach through the barrier a little way. If I had Dev, I could perhaps have sent him through to the valley, in hope he could get into the gate chamber and shatter the Watch’s spellwork…” Kiran’s throat closed. Every time he thought of Dev in Ruslan’s hands, his ikilhia roared up so wild he could barely master it.


    “The Council thinks protecting the gate from you is enough to keep them safe.” Lena’s ikilhia was as unsettled as his, a crackling stormcloud so far from her usual calm column of silver it was nearly unrecognizable. “But you say Ruslan has built another. That he’s found some way to use the labyrinth without any need of you.”


    Kiran nodded tightly. “I know he means to cheat the ssarez-kai. If I convince them of that—”


    “You can’t gamble the lives of an entire country on that hope alone!” Lena’s hands clenched. “When you sought Marten before, you were able to reach his office in the Arcanum. Before you go to Ninavel, take me to the Arcanum, and I will warn the Council.”


    A chorus of shocked denials answered her, Kiran’s loudest among them. “You saw what happened to Marten when I took him through the demon realm! He would’ve died if you and Teo hadn’t been right there to help him. My control is still weak after the hennanwort. I can’t be sure of protecting you any better than I did him. I’ll take a message, but I won’t take you.”


    Cara snorted. “The Council’s not going to believe any message you leave them. Warning them’s a waste of time. Our best hope is to get Kiran past those damn demons.”


    Lena’s eyes were dark holes in a face gone gray as ash. “But if Kiran fails—”


    “Hey!” Melly jumped between them. “You don’t have to argue. The answer’s easy. Before Kiran goes to Ninavel, he sends me through the Watch’s barrier.” She faced Kiran, her amber eyes bright with determination. “You said the valley has a confluence. That means I can break into that gate chamber and destroy Alathia’s connection to the labyrinth just as well as Dev could.”


    Cara rubbed wearily at her brow. “Melly. I know you want to help, but—”


    “I’m a thief, and a good one! I’ve been shattering wards and sneaking into highside towers as long as Dev’s been outriding, and you don’t question his skill.”


    Kiran said, “This wouldn’t just be wards, Melly. You know the Taint can’t protect you against active casting.” Dev had proved himself clever enough to overcome that handicap, but Kiran could hardly trust that a twelve-year-old would manage the same.


    He looked to Lena for support. But when she met his eyes, hers held a terrible, desperate hope.


    She said, “If Melly herself were veiled and carried protective charms as powerful as those I’ve seen in Ninavel…Marten shared with me his knowledge of the chamber’s defenses. They’re meant to protect against mages, not someone Tainted. If I set within Melly the knowledge of where to strike, she might be able to reach the chamber and shield herself with protective charms long enough that she can shatter the wards before the Watch can capture her. Kiran, is there any place you can reach besides Ninavel where we might find strong charms?”


    “Lena,” Cara said, shocked. “You’re not serious.”


    She was. Kiran knew why. His own desperation ran just as deep, his hope of success equally slim. Ruslan knew he would come to Ninavel, but sending Melly to Alathia’s gate was a tactic he wouldn’t expect. If Melly broke the labyrinth free of Alathian lives, then Kiran could enter the labyrinth via Ruslan’s gate, root it into Ninavel’s great confluence, and strike his master down.


    And he did know a possible source of charms.


    “Yashad abi Mahar,” Kiran said to Lena. “The spymistress who took over the Khalat. She had a wealth of powerful charms. If the charms were stored within the Khalat, they might have survived Ruslan’s attack. Zadikah should have reached Prosul Akheba by now; she could help me find what Melly needs.” Dev had said Zadikah offered him anything the Khalat’s survivors could provide, and Lena carried blood samples from her and Janek. Zadikah’s blood would work perfectly well to anchor his path across the demon realm. He could step straight from the currents to her side.


    Teo jerked to his feet, still clutching his satchel. “Zadikah would help, yes. But Kiran—Melly is a child. Breaking those wards will be incredibly dangerous, and even if she succeeds, the Watch is certain to capture her afterward.”


    Melly scowled at him. “So? I’m not safe anyway unless we stop Ruslan. This’ll help Kiran do that. If the Council catches me, fine. After Ruslan’s dead, Kiran can rescue me same as he will Dev.”


    She spoke of a rescue with utter faith, as if it were a certainty that Kiran would not only kill Ruslan and save Dev but survive to come for her.


    Eyes hot, Kiran said to Teo and Cara, “She’s young, yes, but that works in her favor. The Council won’t be so quick to punish a child. From what I know of flight charms, I think Ruslan won’t reach the city until tomorrow’s dawn. That gives us a few hours yet—time we can use to secure the charms Melly needs in Prosul Akheba.”


    Cara was still frowning. Melly said, “Cara, listen. I’m as good at this as you are at climbing. If Dev were here, he’d tell you.”


    “If Dev were here, he’d kill me for even considering this,” Cara said. “But fine. You want to go after those wards? Then I’m going with you. I may not be Tainted, but with some proper charms I can make one hell of a distraction.”


    “Good,” Melly said, with a force of feeling that revealed the nerves beneath her confidence. “Don’t know if Dev told you, but Tainters never work alone.”


    “Help me sort the packs, then,” Cara said. Melly hurried straight to Teo and the packs. Watching her, Cara took a slow, ragged breath.


    Kiran turned aside, unable to bear the anguished resolve in her eyes. He knew what she hadn’t said. She also intended to take the brunt of the Council’s ire, should she and Melly be caught. No; when they were caught. Teo had been right in telling Melly the Watch would not let them escape. Kiran winced just imagining what Dev would say about that.


    Forgive me, he sent along the dark, silent blood-bond, though Dev would never hear him.


    Lena said, “Do you still intend to go to Ninavel? Or will you try to use Alathia’s gate?”


    “I have to go to Ninavel. We have no guarantee of Melly’s success. It’s best to try two plans at once. If I can convince the ssarez-kai to turn on Ruslan, that will stop him also.”


    “They will try to force you into a kin-bond.”


    “I know.” He was so afraid. For Dev, for Lena, for himself, for everyone that stood to die if he failed.


    Perhaps Lena saw something of it in his face. She caught his hands. “Kiran. Remember what I said to you when we broke Ruslan’s compulsion. He is strong, but so are you.”


    “Your words kept me from despair when he captured me.” Her hands felt so steady on his. He wished he had half her inner strength. “Lena…I’m sorry. For what I did to Marten, and what he endures now. I’ll save him if I can.”


    “I know you will.” But the grief darkening Lena’s eyes showed how unlikely she thought Marten’s survival. She slid one hand free of his and pulled a stained scrap of cloth from a pouch at her belt. “Zadikah’s blood sample.”


    Kiran took the scrap. Her fingers tightened on his.


    “I wish more than anything that I could go with you.”


    He wished that, too. The most terrifying part of facing the ssarez-kai was that he must do it alone. But he didn’t want to admit that aloud and deepen her worry.


    “You and Dev have saved me so many times,” he said. “It’s only fair I take a turn.”


    “I’ll follow you to Ninavel,” Lena said. “As fast as I can. Just in case…”


    She wouldn’t reach the city in time to help him, but Kiran murmured assent.


    “I’ll give Cara and Melly everything Marten knew.” She hurried over to them.


    Teo approached Kiran. “I’ll help Lena get to Ninavel. As for you…” He pressed an oilcloth packet into Kiran’s hand. “Chew the herbs within this if you go inside Ruslan’s house. They’ll help you ignore illness. You said you felt sick just going near the labyrinth’s gate. That will be worse for you now. Every time you travel the demon realm, the demonfire in your soul grows.”


    Kiran was well aware that the azure flame in his ikilhia had swelled from a slender thread to a blazing column. It made riding the demon realm’s wild currents easier, but walking the labyrinth would be a different matter altogether.


    But that was not the true fear behind Teo’s warning. Kiran held Teo’s gaze. “I haven’t forgotten my promise to spare untalented lives. It doesn’t matter how much demonfire is in my soul; when I fight Ruslan, I will not strike without care for the cost.”


    Teo’s dark eyes searched Kiran’s; slowly he nodded. “I have not always been kind in my words to you, but I know why you’ve earned Dev’s loyalty. There is good in your soul along with demonfire and darkness. I don’t know if Nakoali still hears my prayers, but I will beg her to guide you.”


    Not the most encouraging of farewells, perhaps, but Kiran appreciated Teo’s raw honesty. “Is there any message you want me to give Zadikah? She’ll be worried for you.”


    “I…” Teo hesitated, and Kiran dared to hope he might say, Tell her I’ll come to her. But after a frozen instant, Teo sighed and looked down. He opened his satchel and pulled out a little figurine of bone.


    “Give her this. Tell her that if Raishal lives, it’s for her child. If not—Zadikah should keep it.”


    The figurine was a delicately detailed kitfox, head playfully tilted, mouth open in a silent laugh. Obvious that Veddis had carved it. Kiran closed careful fingers over the kitfox.


    “I’ll tell her,” he said, throat tight. He might not need to brave the labyrinth again. Even if Melly failed, all he needed was the chance to snatch Ruslan into the demon realm. If he could convince the ssarez-kai to do it for him, he might survive. If not…this would be the last time he saw Teo and Lena.


    Lena had finished with Cara and Melly. Cara hefted a pack and strode to Kiran’s side with a determined Melly right behind her. “We’re ready.”


    Part of Kiran was anything but ready. The rest of him clamored to move, to act, to hurry—with every passing instant, Ruslan and his captives got closer to Ninavel.


    He slid Teo’s herbs and figurine into his inner shirt pocket, and gripped Zadikha’s blood sample tight. He offered his free hand to Cara and Melly. “Both of you hold onto me.”


    Cara took his wrist, her grip firm and cool. Melly clutched his hand so tight the blood left his fingers.


    Kiran took a last look at Lena, standing straight and solemn beside Teo. Both of their faces were stiff with worry, but Lena’s eyes held hope, too. He would not forget that.


    The earth-current ran calm and shining beneath his feet. With a swift lash of its power, Kiran pulled Cara and Melly into the demon realm and reached for Zadikah.
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    Kiran pulled Cara and Melly from the demon realm straight into ash and devastation. All around them, gray powdery drifts alternated with stretches of glassy black where sand had been fused solid by magefire heat. Twisted spars of half-melted metal and the occasional pile of blackened stone were the only remnants of Prosul Akheba’s tents and temples. Looming close at hand, the Khalat’s cliffs were likewise darkened and scorched, turning the butte into a black, brooding hulk. The sinking sun was a ghostly blotch in a sky thick with haze.


    Zadikah was a short distance away, digging through a pile of rubble with her back to them. Every inch of her from knotted hair to worn boots was coated in gray, making her appear eerily inhuman, an ash-creature made by some malign magic.


    Beside her was a heap of bones. Skulls, leg bones, arm bones, the curved spars of ribs, some intact, others splintered and dark. Without looking, Zadikah tossed another skull on the pile. A terribly small skull, still stippled with black flakes that might once have been flesh.


    At Kiran’s side, Cara made a dismayed noise. Melly pressed closer against him, her grip crushing his fingers.


    Kiran couldn’t shake off his own horror. He’d known that little outside the Khalat could have survived Ruslan’s attack. But to see the bones of the victims, breathe air gritty with their deaths—


    Ruslan had done this because of him. Would do it again, to all of Alathia, if Kiran failed to stop him. Urgency broke his stunned paralysis.


    “Zadikah!” He stepped forward, blinking away dizziness. The pain and difficulty of crossing the demon realm was far less than it had once been, but he still felt unsteady, and not just from the gut-wrenching reality of the destruction Ruslan had caused.


    Zadikah turned. She jerked back in surprise, her eyes wide above the ash-clotted strip of cloth she’d bound over her nose and mouth.


    “You promised help against Ruslan,” Kiran said. “We need that help now.”


    Zadikah’s gaze flicked from him to Cara and Melly. It wasn’t shock he saw now in her eyes, but swift-growing dread. “Where’s Teo? He’s not—”


    “Teo’s fine,” Kiran assured her. “He’s safe with Lena. But Dev…Dev’s been captured by Ruslan.” Just voicing it aloud brought anguish so sharp that for an instant it left Kiran blind, unable to summon further words.


    Cara said bluntly, “Ruslan’s about to turn an entire country into a wasteland like this one, except without any survivors left to sing over the bones of the dead. We’ve a plan, but we need charms to pull it off—”


    A gust of wind sent ash flurrying over them, leaving Cara doubled over, coughing. Kiran wiped streaming eyes and spat to clear his own mouth, but grit remained bitter on his tongue.


    “Whatever you need, I’ll help you get.” Zadikah’s firm assurance lifted a little of the weight on Kiran’s heart. She tossed Cara a waterskin. “Best if we talk in shelter. You don’t want this ash in your lungs.”


    Melly had yanked her shirt high over her mouth and nose. Muffled by the cloth, she asked anxiously, “Where’s Janek?”


    “I’ve kept him safe. Come; you can see for yourself once we’re in the Khalat.” Zadikah strode away from the rubble.


    Kiran hurried after her. Melly did not let go of his hand, though she was no longer clinging quite so tightly.


    She called to Zadikah, “If the ash is so bad to breathe, why are you out here digging up bones?”


    Without looking back, Zadikah answered, “To burn them with flashfire charms and proper songs so the spirits of the dead need not linger. Yashad will have enough trouble convincing trade convoys to return without fear of angry ghosts. She’s offered water rations for life to the families of any willing to dig.”


    Kiran exchanged a relieved glance with Cara. So Yashad had survived. If she had flashfire charms to provide, that was an excellent sign her store of battle charms might also remain.


    Kiran wanted to ask if Zadikah had found Raishal, yet he dreaded hearing the answer. Walking through the blasted wreckage, he found it hard to imagine that anyone at all had survived Ruslan’s magefire raining down upon the city. Yet following Zadikah toward the Khalat, they passed a scattering of other gray, ghostly figures sorting bones from rubble.


    Zadikah led them along a path that switchbacked up a skirt of shale toward the butte’s blackened cliffs. The wind had picked up; by the time they reached the great arch of the Khalat’s entrance, Kiran, Cara, and Melly were as chalky gray as Zadikah, and they’d long since emptied her waterskin in vain efforts to clear their throats.


    No guards stood in the archway, nor did Kiran feel any hint of ward magic. They passed unchallenged into a vaulted, shadowed cave-chamber as large as one of Ninavel’s staging yards. The stone of the floor was smoothly level, though covered with windblown grit. Elaborate friezes carved into the ceiling were scorched black near the cavern’s entrance, but the damage faded with distance; the carvings in the cavern’s deeper recesses looked untouched by magefire. A wide dark mouth on the cavern’s back wall marked the tunnel leading to the upper reaches of the Khalat.


    A little group of ash-coated men and women sat slumped and weary against the cavern’s righthand wall, with waterskins, pickaxes and shovels at their sides. Some had fresh bandages on their hands and arms, noticeable because the cloth was clean of grime.


    One woman waved to Zadikah and called in a broad Sulanian accent, “If you’ve need of food or water, a healer’s come down from the collegium with plenty to share.” She pointed to the cavern’s opposite wall, which had several iron doors set into the stone. One door stood open enough that a bar of warm lanternlight stretched across the cavern’s ash-streaked floor.


    Zadikah raised a fist in acknowledgment and headed straight for the opened door. Kiran didn’t understand why; didn’t she want to talk in private?


    But when Zadikah pulled the door wide and ushered them into a cramped storeroom, relief swept him with such force he nearly fell.


    Raishal and Janek were sitting on stools behind a table made of stacked crates. A fat urn stood beside the crates, and the makeshift tabletop held tin cups, bandages, potion jars, piled seedcakes, and strips of dried meat. Raishal looked tired, her eyes shadowed, but she was as solidly pregnant as ever—or rather, even more so, her belly larger than Kiran recalled.


    “You.” Raishal heaved off her stool, scowling at Kiran. Janek gave a happy cry and darted around the table.


    “Raishal, my friends have come! Melly and Kiran and Cara—oh, I’m so glad demons didn’t get you!” Janek flung his thin arms around an equally delighted Melly. Grinning, Cara knelt and caught both children in a hug.


    Kiran could hardly reconcile this bright-eyed, exuberant version of Janek with the tense, silent child who’d left them in the canyon. But he knew what had brought the change: Janek felt safe in the Khalat as he never had before.


    I will give you that same freedom from fear, Kiran promised Cara and Melly silently. And Dev…no. He dared not think about Dev, lest all his control fail.


    Zadikah pulled the cloth off her face and said to Raishal, “They showed up in the ash-fields. They say Teo’s safe, but Dev’s in serious trouble. They’ve need of my help—don’t glare like that, Rai. Remember what I said.”


    Raishal’s scowl didn’t ease. Kiran didn’t mind. She could glare all she liked; she was still the happiest sight he’d had in days.


    He fumbled the kitfox figurine from his shirt and offered it to her. “This is for you and your child. From Teo. I know you’re still angry with him, but he’ll be overjoyed to hear that you live.”


    Raishal’s breath caught. She snatched the figurine from Kiran and cradled it in her cupped hands. “I remember the day Veddis gave this to Teo. He said Teo needed a reminder of joy because he carried so much sadness in his heart.” Her head came up, her eyes fierce and wet. “Zadi insists it’s not you I should blame, but your enemy. She says if not for you and Teo, I’d have lost her along with Veddis. Yet now you return to drag her into more danger—this, after you’ve already taken one oath-partner from me and sparked a massacre!”


    A new vine-and-flower tattoo circled Raishal’s left wrist, still puffy and red. Zadikah’s left wrist bore a tight, neatly wrapped bandage.


    “You’ve married.” Of course Zadikah would want Raishal and the child to benefit from Yashad’s offer of lifetime water rations. Nor did Kiran think that was the only reason Zadikah had overcome her earlier reluctance to take marriage oaths. There was nothing like loss to make love seem infinitely precious. “Don’t worry, I won’t—we only need charms from Yashad, we—”


    “Let me do the explaining.” Cara stood, aiming a glance at Kiran that was half amused, half worried. “You sit down and rest. You need it.”


    It was true that Kiran hadn’t slept since Teo and Lena had roused him from his drugged stupor the day before. But Ruslan and his captives were drawing ever nearer to Ninavel and the labyrinth’s new gate. How could Kiran possibly rest knowing that?


    Still, he was happy for Cara to take on the task of explanations. Clear and concise as if she were giving a report to a convoy boss, she laid out the reasoning behind their arrival. Zadikah and Raishal listened, frowning, though Zadikah’s frown was thoughtful while Raishal’s was dark and distrustful. Melly was busy whispering her own version of events to a fascinated Janek—a version far more colorful than Cara’s, from the occasional phrase Kiran caught.


    Kiran shifted away from the children, unable to stand still. The room was too small to pace as his legs longed to do. His thoughts jumped past the immediate problem of the charms to the far larger one looming after he took Cara and Melly to Alathia. He must somehow convince the ssarez-kai to either turn against Ruslan or let Kiran through to Ruslan’s house. Without agreeing to a kin-bond that would let the demons force him to use the labyrinth. Kiran gnawed at his thumbnail, considering plans and arguments.


    A tug at his sleeve broke his concentration. Janek offered him a cup of water, and Melly handed him a dampened cloth.


    Grateful, Kiran took a long drink and swiped ash from his face. Cara had paused to gulp her own cup of water. After sharing their tale, her throat must be even more sandpaper-raw than his.


    What Janek had heard from Melly had erased his earlier delight. He edged closer to Kiran, his eyes round with concern. “Can you really save Dev?”


    “I hope so.” If Ruslan hadn’t already killed Dev or hurt him beyond hope of healing. If Kiran could defeat Ruslan. If, if. How he hated that word.


    “Of course he will,” Melly said, leaning in. “Just like I’m going to save Alathia.”


    She said it confidently, almost boastfully, but Kiran remembered the tight clutch of her hand on his. He summoned a smile for her as much as Janek. “That’s right. All we need are those charms.”


    Zadikah drummed her fingers on the table, her brow creased in thought. “Veiling charms and barrier charms, perhaps stonemelters and dragonflames, too…I think it likely Yashad has what you require, but she won’t give up such powerful charms easily. She needs every advantage she’s got to convince the clans to send aid to a city they fear Shaikar has cursed. The snake-eaters already broke their alliance with her after learning of Bayyan’s death. I would gladly argue for you, but…” She grimaced. “I am not welcome in Yashad’s sight.”


    Raishal said, “That’s because you made the mistake of telling Yashad far too much of the truth behind your actions. Of all the times for you to stop lying, Zadi—”


    “Yashad’s anger is fair.” Zadikah glanced at Janek and Melly, who were listening, intent and solemn. “That’s not to say there isn’t a way to get what you need.”


    Cara said, “If Yashad’s got the charms, I don’t see why there’s a problem. Kiran should march right up to her and demand them. Yashad will want to get him the hell out of Prosul Akheba before Ruslan strikes at him again—same as you do.” Her gaze shifted to Raishal, coolly assessing.


    Demanding the charms sounded good to Kiran. He could play the arrogant blood mage and he needn’t even lie. “If I tell Yashad I need the charms to destroy Ruslan, that’ll give her even more incentive to open her vaults. She must want to see him dead for his attack on the city.”


    “I certainly do,” Raishal muttered, but Zadikah shook her head.


    “You don’t understand how Yashad thinks. She’d give you what you ask. Then the instant you leave, she’d charm-send a message to the Varkevian ambassador in Ninavel, asking her to inform Ruslan of exactly what you took and anything Yashad could glean of your plans.”


    “What? Why?” Cara demanded. “Doesn’t Yashad hate Ruslan?”


    “I’m sure she does,” Zadikah said. “But Yashad would never let that get in the way of weighing risks. The way she’ll see it, Ruslan is almost certain to win. If he captures Kiran and finds out she aided Kiran against him—well. You can’t possibly argue that Ruslan wouldn’t raze the Khalat and slaughter every last survivor.”


    Raishal was looking gray around the mouth. “Zadi. Listen to yourself. What will Ruslan do when he finds out you aided Kiran?”


    Defiant anger sparked in Kiran’s blood. “You talk like it’s certain I’ll be captured by him. But should I fail, it’s far more likely demons will have me, not Ruslan, and they care nothing for humans. Even so—Ruslan is not certain to win.”


    Raishal didn’t look convinced. Zadikah turned to her. “Where’s that warrior’s heart of yours, Rai? Are you really saying you’d prefer me to cower in fear rather than do my utmost to punish the man who massacred my friends—whose demon allies murdered Veddis?”


    Raishal flushed dark. She looked down and stroked a hand over the swell of her stomach. “You shame me, Zadi. My heart should burn for vengeance. But when I feel the little one move, all I want in the world is to keep our child safe.”


    Raishal’s child was fortunate in its mother. Wistful pain pierced Kiran’s heart. He didn’t know anything of his own mother, and with the bone mage dead and her journals burned, he supposed he never would. But he had friends to cherish; that was more than enough to soothe the ache of what might have been.


    Zadikah slid an arm around Raishal’s rigid shoulders and hugged her close. “Then we must make sure it’s Kiran who triumphs. I know how to get him those charms.” She turned to the children. “You two take the waterjar and refill it right up to the brim. Janek knows where the cistern is.”


    “How will water help us get the charms?” Melly asked.


    “Get it and you’ll find out,” Zadikah said.


    Janek sighed. “She gets like this,” he told Melly, and hefted the empty urn. The jar was almost as large as he was. “Come on. The lower cistern isn’t far.”


    Kiran thought Melly would argue, but she merely shot a narrow-eyed glance at Zadikah and slipped out the door after Janek.


    Zadikah shut the door behind them. Kiran said to her, “Water has nothing to do with your plan. You sent them away on purpose.” He’d spent too much time around Dev to miss the gleam of calculation in her eyes. “What didn’t you want them to hear?”


    Zadikah said, “Let me offer Janek to Yashad. For a surviving child of her house, she’ll give me any charms I ask. She won’t have any hint of your involvement, so you’ll have no need to worry over messages.”


    Cara stiffened, but Kiran wasn’t entirely surprised by Zadikah’s proposal. Dev had been worried she’d figure out Janek’s identity. Only one thing he didn’t understand. “If you believe Yashad would want Janek so badly, why haven’t you already used him to regain her favor?”


    “Because…” Zadikah heaved a sigh, glancing at Raishal. “Because I’ve been trying to make better choices. Plain enough that Dev didn’t want the boy’s family known. I don’t understand why he wouldn’t want Janek reunited with his only kin, but I didn’t want to ignore that and give him to Yashad solely for my own gain. But now—the sooner you get those charms, the better, and Janek is by far the fastest and least dangerous route.”


    “No,” Cara said, flat and immediate. “I’m not using a child as a bargaining token. Not even for this.”


    Zadikah’s teeth showed in a sharp grin. “Your beloved Dev did. Or didn’t he tell you how he convinced Yashad to free him from the black-daggers?”


    Cara snapped, “I don’t care what Dev’s done. He’s not the one who’s spent weeks in the mountains with Janek. That child deserves happiness, not a life playing shadow games. If he was your child”—she jerked her thumb at Raishal’s rounded belly—“answer me honestly: would you give him to someone as ruthless as Yashad?”


    Raishal’s frown had turned puzzled. “But she is his family. Do you Arkennlanders truly think so little of blood ties?”


    Kiran said, “Dev wanted Janek to have a choice. Not have kin-bonds forced upon him.”


    He’d spoken with more feeling than he intended. All three women turned to look at him, Cara with sharp sympathy.


    Zadikah said, “Yashad won’t hurt Janek. Far from it. No daughters of her house remain; if she succeeds in raising Prosul Akheba from the ashes, Janek may rule here one day.”


    “That’s exactly what I fear,” Cara said. “Power’s no substitute for happiness, and physical pain isn’t the only way a child can be hurt.”


    Kiran knew that for truth. Ruslan’s punishments had not been half so terrible as his love. Newly determined, he said, “We don’t need to use Janek. All I have to do is stop Yashad from sending a message.”


    Zadikah said, “Don’t kill Yashad. She’s the only one holding the remnants of this city together.”


    “I didn’t mean killing.” Kiran still meant to keep his promise to Teo. “I was thinking more of—”


    The door slammed open, and Melly burst into the room. “Cara! We have to get up the tunnel right now or we’ll never catch Janek!”


    Cara caught her collar before she could vanish out the door again. “Slow down. What’s happened?”


    “It’s my fault, I’m so sorry—I wanted to know why you were sending us away, so we listened through the door, and Janek heard about Yashad. He—he said he was going to be like me and save people, by getting us those charms—and he ran! I tried to stop him, but he got through a door on the other side of the cave and barred it against me—I saw a stair through the crack—”


    “The courier’s stair.” Raishal exchanged a dismayed glance with Zadikah. “If he’s barred the door, you’ll never catch him. The stair climbs straight up through the butte to the citadel. The tunnel’s meant for wagons—it takes twice as long to spiral up the same distance.”


    Melly said furiously, “I tried to tell him he’s doing it all wrong! He can’t be the one to bargain. Once Yashad has him, she’s got no reason to hand over the charms. But he ran up the stair so fast, I don’t think he heard me.”


    From what Kiran knew of Yashad, he thought Melly was right to fear she’d simply take Janek and ignore any requests he made. He said to Cara, “Janek’s only a child. He might not find it so easy to talk his way past Yashad’s guards even with his necklace for proof. If we can find him first—”


    “Not you,” Zadikah said. “Cara and I will go. You stay with Raishal. I don’t want Yashad to get wind of you yet. Rai, take them up to our quarters. We’ll meet you there.” She charged out the door.


    Melly tried to follow, but Cara shoved her back. “No! You stay too.” She sprinted after Zadikah.


    Melly’s small face set in mutinous lines. Kiran hastily shut the door and planted himself in front of it. “They can run faster without you.” Ruefully, he added, “Without me, too.”


    “I know. I know!” Melly dashed a hand over her eyes. “I hate not being Tainted. If I were, I could’ve stopped Janek, easy. Instead I have to go crazy with waiting.”


    “Well, you can walk while you’re fretting,” Raishal said. “We’ll be climbing the tunnel too, just at a far slower pace. Help me pack up these supplies. And you”—she tossed Kiran a swath of cloth—“cover that demon-pale face of yours. The fewer people see you, the better.”


    Kiran wound the cloth around his face so only his eyes showed. Even Melly looked brighter at the prospect of leaving the storeroom’s cramped confines. She readily followed Raishal’s stream of orders, packing away food and bandages and retrieving the waterjar that Janek had discarded when he ran.


    The vaulted cavern was empty of workers, though a ghostly line of figures straggled toward the Khalat, obscured by blowing ash that had turned smoky orange in the light of the setting sun. Raishal sparked a glowlight charm to lead Kiran and Melly up the rising spiral of the tunnel. The passage was broad enough for multiple carts to pass easily abreast, the walls carved with martial figures worn smooth from the touch of countless hands. Melly zigzagged from wall to wall with jittery energy, obviously wishing their pace were faster. In truth, Raishal was not walking half as slowly up the incline as Kiran had expected. Much as his nerves appreciated a quicker trip to the citadel, he couldn’t help eyeing her rounded belly, wondering if he should urge her to slow down.


    Trudging along, Raishal shot him a sour glance. “You needn’t look at me like you’re afraid I’ll drop the baby right here. I assure you, I know what pace I can handle.”


    “Sorry,” Kiran said. “I just—I want you and your child to be all right. When we saw the city burn, we were so afraid you were among the dead.”


    “You were right to fear,” Raishal said. “I didn’t see the fire fall—I survived because I was in a room deep within the healer’s tower—but even there, I heard the screams…” She was silent for a moment, her eyes dark and distant. “The surviving Seranthines have been glad of my help. Their healers are still taxed hard, treating the injured.” She glanced again at Kiran, her expression not exactly friendly, but far less black than it had been. “If Dev should live, he might like to know the apt-Scholar he saved from the black-daggers made it alive to the city. A good thing, too. Trenell is no healer, but she’s good at organizing people and making sensible plans. Something the Seranthines need, with their matria dead.”


    Kiran said, “Dev will be very glad to hear she survived.” If Dev should live… Shards of memory sliced through his head, bloody and terrible. Urgency rose in Kiran until he wanted to scream with it. Grimly, he clung to control. Ruslan was still on his way to Ninavel, and like Yashad, he was practical despite hate. He wouldn’t stop to indulge himself in hurting Dev or even Marten. But when he reached the city…


    Raishal said abruptly, “Zadi said she asked Teo to return to Prosul Akheba. Does he intend to come once he’s finished helping this mage friend of yours reach Ninavel?”


    “I don’t know.” Kiran hesitated. “Do you want him to come back?”


    Raishal’s pace slowed. She pulled the little kitfox from her tunic and turned it over in her hands. “Zadi still loves him. For her sake, I could try to set aside anger. Even if I don’t know how, when I miss Veddis so much.” She pressed the kitfox to her mouth, its bone ears peeking through her fingers.


    That was far closer to forgiveness than she had been before. Another spark of hope in the darkness. Yet try as he might to savor that spark, Kiran couldn’t escape the mire of his worries.


    Melly veered back over to them, her face strained in the soft glow of Raishal’s charm. “How much longer does this tunnel go?”


    “Two more spirals and we’ll reach the citadel,” Raishal said. “We—”


    A rapid thump of booted feet echoed down the tunnel, and two men rounded the curve. They wore far larger glowlight charms than Raishal’s, and more charms glittered on their wrists. Their tunics had only ragged holes where a house crest had been cut away, but bands of black cloth marked with a jade-green crescent moon were bound around their biceps.


    Melly sprang to Kiran’s side. He took her hand in his, muttering, “Stay close.” The newcomers might be on some errand that had nothing to do with them.


    But the men halted the instant they spotted Kiran, Melly, and Raishal. The shorter of the two men bowed—a shallow bow, his eyes never leaving Kiran—and said in heavily accented Kennish, “Kiran of Ninavel. Yashad abi Mahar wishes to speak with you on behalf of her grandnephew.”


    So Cara and Zadikah had failed. Beyond question, Kiran must ensure Yashad’s silence.


    Spells could do more than kill. Ruslan was busy running for Ninavel, not lying in wait for him to release his barriers. He’d feel Kiran cast, but he might not stop to strike.


    With his clothes still coated in the ash of Ruslan’s victims, Kiran did not like to depend on that “might.” Raishal had backed away, her arms locked protectively around her belly. She was afraid of what he might do. Melly too was tense, watching him.


    Kiran said to the guardsman, “I will speak with Yashad.”


    Relief showed plain on both men’s coppery faces; they must know he was a mage, though presumably Yashad had not mentioned what kind. Kiran bent to Melly.


    “Find Cara. Tell her where I’ve gone, but tell her not to worry. I’ll handle this.”


    “All right,” Melly said, though questions remained in her eyes.


    “And give me a blood sample.” Kiran didn’t want to leave her without the assurance he could find her again.


    Melly obeyed as swiftly as if she were his akhelysh. She took the knife from his belt and pricked her forearm on the blade. Kiran unwound the cloth from his face—no point in disguise now—and used a clean patch of fabric to blot her wound.


    While he was knotting the stained cloth around his waist, Raishal drew close and whispered fiercely, “If you are at all the man you seem, you will not endanger this city again.”


    The best thing he could do for Prosul Akheba was destroy Ruslan. Kiran took his knife back from Melly and made sure the nervously fidgeting guards saw him sheathe the weapon before he approached them.


    The two men stayed well in front of him, darting many a wary glance over their shoulders as they hurried up the incline. The tunnel ended in another elaborately carved arch that opened onto an oblong courtyard. Statues of strange beasts lined the courtyard’s polished walls. Ash lay in drifts against the statues, though the courtyard floor was worn clean by the tracks of countless feet. Streaks of cloud overhead burned the bloody red of sunset.


    The guards led him past piles of slagged metal into a lane winding between blocky towers. Kiran saw more evidence of life: lanternlight shining through shutter slats, strings of prayer flags fluttering from windowsills and roofs. Passing doorways, he heard the occasional thin wail of a baby, the chatter of children, the tired, sometimes sharp voices of adults.


    Kiran followed the guards into a courtyard where the statues were not just burned black, but toppled and broken into pieces—the latter damage caused not by magefire but by far cruder tools, if Kiran’s eyes weren’t deceived by the fading light. He suspected he now walked ground formerly owned by the Zhan-davi, and those who hated them had not been content merely to destroy their rule.


    But not all was destroyed. A squat tower at the courtyard’s center was encased in wards so powerful the song of their magic thundered loud through his barriers, like hearing the roar of a waterfall despite plugged ears. In his mage-sight, the entire tower was sheathed in viciously bright citrine fire. But no hint of the wards’ magic showed in Kiran’s ordinary vision, not even any tracery of wardlines; the magic contained a veiling. The Zhan-davi had spared no expense in hiring the mage who created the tower’s protections.


    Kiran slowed, wary, remembering Zadikah leading him straight into Lizaveta’s trap. Down in the ash-fields, the aether remained so saturated with death-born power he could easily leap into the demon realm if need be. Up here in the citadel where fewer had died, the fading remnants of Ruslan’s massacre were far less strong.


    The tower doors stood open, flooding the courtyard with pale, silvery light that shone from a hallway of polished marble. The guards stopped just shy of the short flight of stone steps leading to the tower entrance.


    The shorter guard called out, “Kadimah Yashad, the mage has come.”


    Yashad appeared in the doorway, stopping just inside the blaze of the tower wards. She looked even more ancient than Kiran remembered from his clandestine observation of her in the desert. The pouches beneath her eyes were a bruised purple, and her raddled cheeks sagged with weariness. Yet her bearing remained proud, her black gaze sharp with intelligence. The braided cords laden with charms that Kiran had seen her wear in the canyon were strapped over the lavender silk of her robe.


    She flicked a hand at the guards. “You may go.” They bowed and hurried for the courtyard exit, skirting wide around Kiran.


    “So,” Yashad said, studying him. “You are the reason my city burned.”


    She thought herself safe behind the wards because their magic had stood against Ruslan’s attack. But Ruslan’s magefire had been meant to burn flesh, not destroy wards. If Kiran were like Ruslan, willing to tear life from the survivors huddled in nearby towers, he could shatter the wards in moments with a targeted casting.


    He was not Ruslan. Still, he put every ounce of Ruslan’s cold arrogance into his answer. “Say, rather, that I am the one who will destroy the man who burned your city.”


    “Hah,” Yashad said. “The confidence of youth. What are you, eighteen, nineteen? Tell me, boy, what makes you think you can destroy a mage who has centuries more experience and cunning than you?”


    Kiran was abruptly aware of how filthy he was, covered in ash and grime and wearing clothes as rough as a streetside laborer’s. Hardly the picture of a mage with power to match Ruslan’s. Yashad had called him here to judge his chances, and just as Zadikah had warned, she was deciding against him.


    “I’m kin to demons, and Ruslan is not,” Kiran said. “No human mage can match Shaikar’s children—isn’t that what your stories say?”


    “You certainly have beauty to match the tales—or you would after a good scrubbing,” Yashad said, dryly amused. “But according to my grandnephew, you have not a demon’s cruelty like your master. If age has taught me anything, it is that the gods favor the cruel.”


    “Ama Yashad, that’s not so!” Janek ducked around Yashad. She gripped his shoulder, holding him back from the wards’ invisible fire. “The man who stole me from Prosul Varkevia was cruel, but the gods didn’t favor him. He lies dead while Kiran and his friends live, and so do I, thanks to their kindness.” Janek offered Kiran a shy, anxious smile. “Ama Yashad recognized me as her kin right away. She says—she says she can see my father in me. She’s given me all the charms you need. Look, I have them here.” He hauled a bulging satchel into view. Solemnly earnest, he added, “You don’t have to worry. I told her if she sends any messages, I’ll run away like my father did, so far she’ll never find me. She promised she’d do nothing to drive me away.”


    How Kiran envied Janek’s innocent belief in that promise. Yashad wheezed a chuckle. “Ah, child, let us hope you are not half so wild as your father in his youth. I am not sure I could survive another such ordeal. But yes, I will keep my word.” She took the satchel from Janek and tossed it down the steps. The bag landed with a heavy clink at Kiran’s feet. “There. Take your charms, young mage, and go. I’ll pray for your success.”


    But Kiran did not think she would hold to any promises. Nor did he want to gamble that Cara and Melly could reach the gate chamber ahead of Ruslan receiving a message. Always you underestimate me, Ruslan had said. This time, Kiran would not underestimate anyone.


    “Before I go, I must ensure I have what I need.” Kiran knelt and opened the satchel. The charms’ magic was strong, but simple enough in pattern to read by touch. Two veiling charms, three barrier charms, another two that would burn through whatever surface they touched, one that would spit forth a spectacular jet of flame—at least Yashad had been honest in her gift, even if she intended betrayal otherwise.


    He could not break the wards protecting her without blood magic. But he was kin to demons; he didn’t need blood magic to pass wards. All he needed was enough power to reach the demon realm, and Yashad herself had given him the means.


    He clenched a hand over the flame charm, settled the satchel’s strap over his shoulder, and straightened, smiling.


    Yashad backed a step despite the wards between them. Kiran threw down his barriers, ripped a sweet rush of magic from the flame charm, and pulled every scrap of death-born power he could reach in the aether. One burst of the magic singing bright in his blood, and he stepped into the frigid chaos of the demon realm. The tower wards were strong enough to bleed through into the currents, but here their magic was little more than an insubstantial shell of warmth that he had no trouble sliding through. He reached for the taste of the wards’ blazing magic to anchor his return, and stepped back into the human realm.


    He stood within the tower, right next to Yashad. She screeched and leaped back, snatching for a charm at her chest, but he was faster. He grabbed her bony wrist with one hand, Janek’s slender shoulder with the other, and yanked power straight from the charms Yashad wore.


    Back in the demon realm, he reached for the familiar silver fire of Lena’s ikilhia. A wild, rushing blur of currents and color, and he pulled Yashad and Janek into the cool twilight of a desert gully, right in front of an extremely startled Lena and Teo.


    He shoved a gasping Yashad at Lena. “Cast to hold her!”


    Lena shouted a sharp phrase, and a lacework of silver drew tight over Yashad, freezing her in the midst of grabbing for another of her charms.


    Janek yelled and clawed at Kiran. “Don’t hurt her! Don’t! She’s my kin!”


    “I’m not going to hurt her.” Kiran meant the assurance for Teo and Lena as much as Janek. “I’m just going to take her charms.” Many of the charms on Yashad’s braided cords were dead of magic after all the power he’d pulled to get here, but those charms were far from all she had hidden on her person. Quiescent glimmers of magic dotted her like slumbering fireflies. Kiran pulled charms from her bony arms, her topknot of gray curls, and her robe’s inner pockets, ignoring her mute, frozen fury.


    Teo said, “Kiran, what…?”


    “This is Yashad abi Mahar, ruler of the Khalat,” Kiran said. “Take her and Janek back to Prosul Akheba. But don’t cast to speed your travel, and don’t let her get hold of your charms or send any messages.” It would take them several days to reach the city. By that time, either he or Ruslan or both would be dead. Kiran stuffed the last of Yashad’s charms into his satchel and surveyed her. No more hint of any magic on her person. Good.


    “I’m returning to take Cara and Melly to Alathia. We’ve all the charms we need and more.” He patted the satchel in satisfaction.


    “Thank the twin gods,” Lena said, heartfelt.


    “Thank Yashad, rather.” Kiran gave the old woman an ironic bow. “Think of the walk back to the Khalat as a chance for your grandnephew to get to know you. Should he still want your kinship when you reach the city, none of us will gainsay him.” He took Janek’s shoulder again. “If you change your mind about staying with her, you have only to let Lena and Teo know.”


    “She’s my kin,” Janek repeated stubbornly. He pulled away from Kiran and wrapped his arms around the still-frozen Yashad. “Let her go, Lena. Please?”


    Kiran sighed. “Not until I leave.” He dug his fingers into the cloth bound around his waist and touched the stain of Melly’s blood. Teo and Lena had been following the earth-current as they traveled north; he need not even waste more of Yashad’s charms to reach the demon realm.


    On the verge of crossing, he called to Teo, “Raishal’s fine. She’s living in the citadel with Zadikah. You’ll see her when you get there.”


    Teo’s cry of joy rang in Kiran’s ears as he stepped into the demon realm. When he stepped out again, he was greeted with a yell of surprise rather than delight. A middle-aged woman in scholar’s robes scrambled back from him, snatching a knife from inside her sleeve. Behind her were stone shelves piled with books, vials, and a bizarre assortment of metal implements. Melly caught the scholar’s arm.


    “Don’t worry! That’s just Kiran. You know, the mage friend of Dev’s we told you about.”


    Kiran took a stumbling step. Warm hands closed over his arms, and Cara eased him into a chair. “Melly said you went to see Yashad. What happened?”


    “I got the charms.” He indicated the satchel heavy at his side. Maybe he shouldn’t say more with the scholar in the room. All he wanted was to take Cara and Melly to Alathia. Except his body didn’t seem to want to get out of the chair.


    The scholar had recovered from her first surprise. She sheathed her knife, peering at Kiran with sharp interest. Zadikah moved into his line of vision. “Apt-Scholar Trenell, would you give us a moment?”


    Trenell. That was the scholar Dev had saved. She had something of a gaunt look, more so than the Khalat’s other survivors. Her robe hung loosely on her frame as if she’d lost quite a lot of weight. Her journey back to the city couldn’t have been easy.


    With obvious reluctance, Trenell inclined her head to Zadikah. “I hope afterward you’ll continue your tale. I’m quite curious to know why a mage powerful enough to translocate needs charms.”


    Zadikah muttered something noncommittal and ushered the scholar firmly out the room’s iron door. Returning, she handed Cara an oilcloth packet.


    “Make him chew the herbs in this. He looks terrible.”


    Kiran blinked and found Cara’s hand warm on his chin, gently pulling open his mouth. She pushed a sticky wad of herbs onto his tongue. Obediently, he chewed—and jerked upright, gagging, his tongue on fire.


    “Works wonderfully, doesn’t it?” said Zadikah. “Raishal came up with the recipe. Says it’ll wake a man right out of his deathbed.” She offered Kiran a waterskin.


    “Or put him into it!” Kiran snatched the skin. Even after long, frantic gulps of water, his mouth and throat burned like he’d swallowed magefire. But the haze was clearing from his head. Tingling warmth spread slowly through his muscles. He hadn’t even realized how exhausted he’d been. “Why were you talking to the scholar?”


    Cara looked up from sorting through his load of charms. “We caught up to Janek just in time to spot him being taken into Yashad’s tower. Zadikah suggested we ask aid from the Seranthines before confronting Yashad, since it seems apt-Scholar Trenell is likely to be named matria. We thought she might be willing to put a little pressure on Yashad.”


    Melly said, “But then I found them and told them you were going to take care of Yashad. Did you kill her?”


    She sounded cheerfully bloodthirsty rather than alarmed by the prospect, but Cara was looking at him with a searching concern that reminded him terribly of Dev.


    “I didn’t kill her,” Kiran said. “The city will merely have to do without Yashad’s leadership for a few days.” He hurried through a terse explanation of what he’d done.


    “A few days, we can handle.” Zadikah looked as relieved as Cara. “Especially with apt-Scholar Trenell’s aid. She can spread the word that Yashad went to bring us some mages to help. When Teo and Lena arrive, they’ll be welcomed as if they’d descended from Suliyya’s blessed gardens.”


    She must hope the survivors’ glad welcome would help her persuade Teo to stay, perhaps even aid the city with magic as well as his healing skills. Kiran wasn’t so sure; but thinking of Teo’s joyful shout, he dared to hope as well.


    Melly said, “You shouldn’t have taken Janek. I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye to him.” Her head was bent so a tangled mat of red hair obscured her face.


    “Kiran gave him a chance to make a proper choice. That’s more important.” Cara put an arm around Melly’s shoulders. “You’ll feel better once we’re sneaking toward that gate chamber. Nothing like a challenging task to keep your mind off regrets.”


    Kiran shoved out of his chair. The tingling in his muscles had renewed the urgency churning his heart raw. If he had to face the ssarez-kai, he wanted to get it over with. The sooner he reached Ninavel, the better his chances of saving Dev and Marten.


    “I’m ready,” he announced.


    “Wait.” Cara caught him in a ferociously tight hug. “I won’t be saying goodbye to you. What I’m saying is, go kick Ruslan into Shaikar’s innermost hell—but don’t you follow him there. You break Dev’s heart that way, I’ll never forgive you. And he’s not the only one who’d miss you.”


    Kiran’s vision blurred. Wordless, his heart both full and aching, he returned her hug. When she let him go, he found his voice again.


    “I’ll do everything in my power to bring Dev back to you.” That, at least, was a promise he could keep.


    Cara nodded, her pale eyes steady on his, and beckoned Melly. “Now we’re ready.”


    


    * * *


    


    In the demon realm, the Alathians’ barrier was not a wall of fire but a black, lightless bubble, vast in size. The barrier’s curving arc sliced through dunes and sky-veils like an obsidian blade. A more powerful version, perhaps, of the spell Vidai had used to cage his demon—though this was a cage meant to keep demons out, not in. It did not hurt Kiran to touch the bubble. But he couldn’t pass through it; the black barrier resisted the demonfire in his soul as if he were a nathahlen trying to walk through solid rock.


    He pressed against the unyielding surface and strained his senses through the rift he’d opened beyond the barrier. He glimpsed the overlapping, multihued glow of a forest’s ikilhia, a palette of life made up of trees and undergrowth and creatures large and small.


    Brighter than all the rest were the two sparks that signified Melly and Cara. They walked the human realm now, fast becoming indistinguishable amid the forest’s wealth of life. Kiran let the rift close. They were on their own. As was he.


    He reached for the rich, unmistakable taste of Ninavel’s sea of currents, deep and wild as the greatest of oceans—and reconsidered. Given what the scarred demon had said about the ssarez-kai inhabiting Ninavel’s confluence in force, he doubted he could reach Ruslan’s house before they captured him. But on the off chance that speed would serve, he reached not for the confluence but for the achingly familiar taste of Ruslan’s house wards, infused with the stamp of Ruslan’s power, red and sharp and strong. If he could reach the house quickly enough, he might be able to cross through Ruslan’s gate into the labyrinth’s realm and fight him without need to worry over demons.


    If the ssarez-kai caught him, he must succeed in enlisting their aid without surrendering to a kin-bond. He must.


    The anchor took. He catapulted across a blur of dunes, straight toward one of the immense, ceaselessly shifting mountain-shapes. He had an instant to realize that the mountain-shape was the confluence; made not of crystalline sand-stuff, but a mass of brilliantly hued fire that flowed like water, twisting in and around and over itself in a multitude of streams. Then he plunged within, and the currents battering him increased in strength a hundredfold. Pain seared him as badly as it had when he first entered the demon realm. He struggled to shield himself, grateful the demonfire in his soul had grown so strong. His every nerve felt dipped in acid, but he’d almost reached Ruslan’s house, the taste of the wards red in his eyes, sharp in his heart—


    Frost-pale figures hemmed him in. Whip-tendrils of power locked around him, halting him short. The scorpions of his childhood whispered in his head, smugly satisfied, Temple child, you have come to us at last.


    


    



    [bookmark: _Toc432273048]Chapter Thirty-One


    


    (Kiran)


    


    The ssarez-kai’s cold web of magic prisoned Kiran as tightly as if he were nathahlen. Countless pale figures surrounded him, poised amid the currents like scorpions clinging to a cliff. Their eager triumph was a hissing chorus in his mind louder even than the pain of the currents.


    Kiran shouted at them, Ruslan will cheat you! Control of the labyrinth is within his grasp, and he will never yield it to you. He shoved at the demons the glimpse he’d had from Ruslan of the sigil-marked arch, and Ruslan’s certainty of victory.


    Of course he will try to cheat us, the ssarez-kai answered, amused. He thinks we have not the skill to understand rat-magic; that we do not realize his spellwork will let him command Ashkiza’s weapon from outside its poisoned realm.


    They expanded Kiran’s image of Ruslan’s workroom and showed him with precise clarity the silver channels spiraling around the gate’s base. The pattern was too intricate to swiftly read, but one thing was obvious. The channels weren’t yet complete, the design unfinished.


    In sweet, sibilant chorus, the ssarez-kai asked, Why should we strike before he finishes building his conduit to the labyrinth’s heart? Once this so-clever spell is complete, we can use it to control Ashkiza’s creation as easily as he can. Unless you accept our kin-bond and walk the labyrinth at our will—then we need not wait. Yield to us, child, and you can have your master’s death.


    He could not yield. The ssarez-kai would kill Ruslan, oh yes, and even preserve Kiran from dying with his master. But with Ruslan dead, Kiran would be freed from the stricture of his master’s blood vow not to harm Alathia. The ssarez-kai would use the kin-bond to rip Ruslan’s remaining compulsions from Kiran’s mind and force him to cast with Ashkiza’s weapon. He’d be the one to turn Alathia into a wasteland.


    You underestimate Ruslan. Kiran poured a torrent of memories into the currents, giving the demons every instance he could recall that proved Ruslan’s cunning. If you let him finish that spell, he’ll ensure you have no chance to strike. Kill him now, and I’ll consider a kin-bond. But strike quickly, or you’ll lose any hope of using me.


    That threat was perfect truth. He would not survive within the confluence long. The freezing power of the currents burned ever deeper into his ikilhia. His shield of demonfire was quickly eroding. Kiran threw the tide of his pain at the ssarez-kai.


    Answering delight shuddered into him. Ah, so sweet a draught you give us. Never fear, temple child. We will not give you up to death. The cold tendrils binding him thickened and spread, sheathing him in ice. Vision and mage-sight alike went dark; he was entombed in a black glacier that blocked all his senses. He couldn’t even feel the currents’ deadly power.


    A fading whisper reached him. Here you will stay, protected, preserved. Until you either agree to accept our bond or your mind splinters into madness.


    No! Kiran fought to break free of their spell. The magic felt something like the icy scrim the scarred demon had cast on him in Cadah’s cave, but far, far stronger. If you want Ashkiza’s weapon, you must destroy Ruslan—otherwise he’ll turn your realm’s fire to ash!


    But silence was his only answer.


    


    * * *


    


    (Dev)


    


    Somewhere in Ruslan’s house, Marten was screaming. Hoarse, agonized cries that I wanted desperately to block out, but I had no hope of covering my ears. I was splayed against a wall, my wrists locked in manacles sunk deep in the stone. My legs weren’t bound, but that didn’t do me any good. I had to stand on tiptoes, my thighs straddled wide, because a cluster of gleaming spikes protruded from the floor beneath me. Their dagger-sharp points ended mere hairsbreadths from my groin. Cold dread shriveled me imagining what would happen when my legs finally gave way from exhaustion.


    But even my upcoming impalement couldn’t match what Marten endured. His shrieks reminded me horribly of when Lizaveta had mindburned his lover Talm, though Ruslan wasn’t torturing Marten with magic. No, this was far more crude. Knives and acid and biting insects and gods only knew what else. All supposedly so he could break down Marten’s resistance prior to ordering another mage to bind his will, but I knew that wasn’t Ruslan’s only reason. I’d seen the red, mewling ruin left of Marten after Ruslan’s first session. That one, Ruslan had done in front of me. I’d thought Ruslan had gone too far; that Marten would escape into death, and it’d be a blessing.


    The more fool, me. Kiran might not know a damn thing about healing spells, but Ruslan had clearly studied up. He couldn’t cast to hurt Marten, but he could cast to heal him—and heal him he did, dragging Marten back from the brink of death, leaving him shuddering and ashen but whole, all so Ruslan could start again.


    Marten hadn’t begged Ruslan to leave him be. He’d only turned his face aside and shut his eyes, but not before I saw the dread in them. Now, the third time around, he screamed his lungs out. Stubborn as he might be, I didn’t think it would be long before the begging started. I feared Ruslan would take that as the sign to quit amusing himself with knives and get on with making Marten cast with Ashkiza’s weapon.


    I silently pleaded with Kiran, wherever he was, to hurry the fuck up and do something—anything!—against Ruslan before Marten broke. The demon still refused to say a damn thing to me. I hadn’t felt so much as a glimmer of its presence; I was beginning to wonder if our conversation had been a fever-dream brought on by Mikail’s blow to my head. A sullen ache still throbbed behind my eyes, which felt like they’d been rubbed with fistfuls of sand.


    Ruslan hadn’t touched me yet beyond his little joke with the spikes. He hadn’t even set them himself; he’d called in a cold-eyed sand mage to shape them and force me into the manacles. Presumably she’d be the one who would cast the binding on Marten, with the same disinterested efficiency as she’d shown while locking me up.


    I tipped my aching head back against the wall. A slanting shaft of sunlight crept over the floor toward the dark stains where Marten’s blood had pooled during Ruslan’s first torture session. The room held nothing else but a heavily warded copper door.


    I’d long since picked out where to strike the wardlines to safely break them. If Kiran showed up and gave me even an instant of the Taint, I’d be out of manacles and room as fast as any mage. Maybe I should be glad he hadn’t come. Hadn’t I wanted him to play some smarter game than chasing after me to Ninavel? But it didn’t matter what I told myself. What I wanted now, with desperate, unreasoning force, was for Kiran to come and get me and Marten both the fuck away from Ruslan.


    The wardlines on the door flared bright and the door eased open. I tensed, straining to lift myself higher away from the spikes. Marten’s screams drilled even louder into my ears, so my visitor couldn’t be Ruslan. For an instant, I dared to hope it might be Kiran.


    My hope died when Mikail slid around the door into the room. He looked exhausted. His flat cheekbones were shiny with sweat, his fingers black with soot, and his sandy hair a straggling mess. Yet his hard gray eyes were alive with hate.


    I had the nasty feeling he wasn’t sneaking in here because he’d thought better of helping Ruslan kill Kiran. But still, I had to try. Swallow my own hatred and speak not to the monster I despised, but to the part of him that Kiran insisted was still human.


    In a rusty croak, I said, “Do you know, Kiran refused to even consider sending a demon to kill you? He loves you still, no matter what you’ve done on Ruslan’s orders. He’d never stand back and watch you get mindburned and slaughtered, let alone help the viper responsible.”


    A hit; pain showed stark on Mikail’s face before he mastered himself.


    “Responsible,” he echoed, softly venomous. “Ruslan blames Martennan for turning Kiran so thoroughly against us, but I know differently. It’s you who are the cause of Kiran’s ruin. Worming your way into his affections and coaxing him into betrayal—if not for you, Kiran would have returned to us after escaping Alathia, and Lizaveta would be—”


    His voice broke, and he glared at me with renewed fervor.


    If her death had hurt him so deeply, maybe he wouldn’t want to endure similar grief over Kiran. “It’s not too late, Mikail. You still have the chance to stand with him the way you should with a brother. If you help him against Ruslan, you both could be free.”


    Mikail’s glare shifted into pure disgust. “Kiran may have forgotten the loyalty and love he owes Ruslan, but I have not. Nor will I ever.”


    I had to shake him out of his stubborn blindness. “Love you owe Ruslan? He treats you like slaves to fuck or whip at his whim. Kiran doesn’t owe him a gods-cursed thing, and neither do you.”


    “You,” said Mikail coldly, “have no idea what true slavery is.”


    “I’ve been a slave for half my life. First to a handler, then to a ganglord, and the only way I earned my freedom was by ripping it from that same ganglord’s dead hands—so, yeah, I think I have a fucking clue. Especially about the kind of slavery where your owner’s a lying, manipulative viper who wants you to think you mean something to him.”


    Mikail took a jerking step closer. “Ruslan gave me freedom. True slavery is when warriors come over the ice and slaughter your parents, your kin, every adult you know, leaving alive only you and a gaggle of other sniveling children old enough to walk but too young to fight. When you are chained and forced to march endless days over the icefields, starved and frozen and shown no kindness, beaten if you resist or walk too slowly. When your brother—too exhausted and injured to keep the pace—is ripped from your arms, and you must watch as warriors hamstring him and stake him in a pool of his own blood to draw the great bears of the snow.”


    In all Kiran’s passionate defenses of Mikail, he’d said nothing of this. I shouldn’t sympathize, but I couldn’t help picturing a little boy crying and writhing on bloodstained snow while an equally young Mikail watched, chained and helpless and furious.


    Mikail’s hand locked hard on the hilt of the dagger at his belt, but his eyes weren’t seeing me. “The men who’d taken us laughed and gambled on which bear would fight off its fellows to claim the kill. I watched my brother die screaming my name as the bears tore at his flesh, and I vowed I would make every one of our captors know that same agony. But I was a child; I knew how little chance I had of honoring my promise.”


    “Let me guess,” I said. “Enter Ruslan. Who tells you how delighted he’d be to help you take that revenge.” Fuck, Ruslan must’ve been over the moon to find a mage-born kid so primed to jump straight into slaughtering people.


    Mikail said, “Yes, Ruslan came. He freed me and cast on my captors—not to kill them, but to leave them weak, flopping like fish on the ice while I carved every one of them into meat for the bears. He gave me the choice, after—seek shelter with the other surviving children at camps where we had distant kin, or come with him to a land where snow never fell. He said he couldn’t return my brother or my parents to life, but he could give me a different brother to love, and teach me magic so I would never be prey again.”


    He looked straight at me, his every word ringing with conviction. “Ruslan kept those promises. He has never failed me. Never. So you can stop your pathetic attempts to suborn me. My life and soul are his forever, and I am glad of it.”


    “Are you glad of the part where you’ll get to watch another brother die screaming? If you’re so happy to help Ruslan murder Kiran, then why’d you sneak in here to chat with me?”


    Mikail’s face went still. He looked down at his knife. “Ruslan wants to save you for when Kiran comes. He wants you strong so you’ll scream the louder when he makes Kiran hurt you.”


    Oh, gods. If I’d had anything in my stomach, it would’ve come up.


    “Don’t count Kiran out so quickly.” I summoned from somewhere a shakily confident grin. “My coin’s on him throwing Ruslan into Shaikar’s hells.”


    Mikail shook his head. “Kiran will die, and I can’t spare him that when his own choices have sealed his fate.” His voice grew rough. “You say he loves me still. Nor have I been able to cast him from my heart, even as he fights to destroy our family. So I’ll do what I can for my mage-brother. I’ll take your life so he need not suffer the agony of killing you himself.”


    “What? What kind of fucked-up solution is that?” And Kiran wondered why I thought Mikail a monster! Gods, he was raising his knife, and I couldn’t budge an inch, between manacles and spikes—“You kill me, Ruslan will rip you apart! What happened to all that loyalty?”


    But Mikail knew what punishment awaited him. It was plain in his eyes as he took aim for my throat. All this while, he’d been nerving himself up into killing me despite the hell he’d catch for it.


    He said, “For Kiran’s sake, I’ll make your death quick.”


    I screamed at the demon within me, Quit hiding! Strike now, or we’re both dead!


    Mikail’s knife flashed toward my jugular—and stopped right before touching my skin, as if the blade had hit an invisible barrier. He shrieked and collapsed, the knife falling from his hand to clatter on the floor.


    For a stunned instant, I thought the demon had struck him down. Then I realized Marten wasn’t screaming anymore. The door slammed open, and Ruslan strode into the room.


    Mikail, sprawled face-down, gasped out, “I’m sorry, Ruslan! I couldn’t bear—I only wanted—”


    “I know what you wanted, and why.” Ruslan knelt beside Mikail and laid a gentle hand on his quivering back. His deep voice both tender and sorrowful, he said, “Ardeshka mayei, I know how hard this is for you. But you recalled me to sense in the desert; I do the same with you now. Our love for Kiran does not die easily. But die, it must; and afterward, you shall be all that Lizaveta was to me. We will take strength in each other, and the pain of our loss will fade, eased by the memory of our revenge and the slow erosion of time. After a few centuries, you’ll barely remember Kiran’s name.”


    I could stay silent, and Ruslan would leave me alone a while longer. Or I could piss him off and keep distracting him from Marten. Give Kiran that much more time to save us all. And this time, I knew just what’d get Ruslan’s attention.


    “He’s lying to you,” I told Mikail. “You help kill Kiran, it’ll torment you until the day you go to Shaikar’s hells.”


    Ruslan gave me a coldly considering look—and smiled. He helped a red-eyed Mikail to his feet and picked up the knife from the floor.


    “Here,” he said, still gentle, and pressed the knife into Mikail’s hand. “A taste of the satisfaction to come will help steady you. The nathahlen will still scream well enough under Kiran’s knife if we test his voice a little now.”


    Didn’t help that I’d chosen this; my knees almost gave way and dropped me onto the spikes. I pulled against the manacles, my mouth gone so dry I couldn’t have spit if I tried. Mikail stared at me, his pupils huge. Slowly, he lifted the knife.


    Ruslan would have to stay to make sure Mikail didn’t kill me. But oh, this was going to be bad.


    Ruslan tapped a finger on the green-jeweled amulet that still hung around my neck, and his expression turned thoughtful. He pulled the charm off me.


    “Go ahead, akhelysh,” he said to Mikail, all fond encouragement.


    Mikail plunged the knife into my gut, forcing me down onto the spikes, and I screamed every bit as loud as Marten.


    


    * * *


    


    (Kiran)


    


    Kiran ripped power from his ikilhia and struck at his prison, again and again. The magic holding him was black and slick and flawless, a mirror of frigid obsidian that reflected all his attempts to shatter it. His further shouts and arguments had gone unanswered—he didn’t even know if the ssarez-kai were listening.


    He’d known the demons would be difficult to convince. He had not expected them to be so complacent as to ignore him entirely. How could they be such fools? He’d shown them proof of Ruslan’s cleverness. In desperation, he’d even offered to finish Ruslan’s spell himself if they would strike Ruslan down. Even if they knew Kiran’s offer for a lie, wouldn’t they consider him an easier opponent than Ruslan?


    He’d analyzed every last line of the channel design the ssarez-kai had shown him. Ruslan would link the labyrinth’s heart straight to his workroom, and it was plain he meant to circumvent his blood vow by having another mage cast in his place. If Cara and Melly succeeded in breaking the labyrinth free of Alathia, that would stop Ruslan’s proxy from ripping all life from Alathia by the mere act of casting—but it would also leave Alathia wardless, unprotected. All Ruslan had to do was anchor the labyrinth into Ninavel’s great confluence as Kiran had originally intended, and his proxy would wield enough power to turn every Alathian city into a wasteland of ash like Prosul Akheba.


    Kiran didn’t know how long he’d been stuck in this glacial prison. It already felt an eternity. If Ruslan had reached Ninavel…Kiran’s breath came short. He saw again the horrible vision Ruslan had forced upon him of Dev under his knife. Right now Dev might be shrieking in agony and pleading for help that would not come, because Kiran was trapped here by demons too foolish in their arrogance to listen.


    Kiran howled and sent magefire blazing at the spell encasing him, uncaring if the reflected power burned his flesh.


    That will not help you, temple child. A lone voice, and familiar. The darkness before his eyes lightened. Bleary and dim and distorted as if through rippled layers of lake ice, he saw the ssarez-kai he’d first met in the Cirque of the Knives. Prowling behind the demon were…things. Giant restless beasts whose shapes were half-seen shadows amid writhing tendrils of fire.


    The red-horned hunters. “Did you kill Ruslan?” Kiran yelled with voice and mind.


    No, the demon said—a snarl of an answer. He has locked himself within a well of the labyrinth’s poison. A new vision seeped into Kiran’s head: the blazing barrier of Ruslan’s house wards, and contained within them, a noxious mist of acid energies. Layered over the image, he felt the ssarez-kai’s fury, their agony when they tried to brave the poison within Ruslan’s wards, their amazed anger at a mortal rat having stymied them so.


    “I warned you,” Kiran said, coldly furious, because fury was better than surrendering to the panic that wanted to swallow him. “Has Ruslan used the labyrinth yet?”


    Negation came from the demon. That, we would feel, even at a distance. He has been too busy drinking the pain of your friends.


    His fears for Dev and Marten were true. No time to waste in horror. “You can’t reach Ruslan, but I still can. Let me go, and I’ll bring him to you.”


    Ah, but you intend to cheat us like your master. Throw him into our fire, destroy his spellwork, and run to the deadlands where we cannot find you. Is this not so?


    That was exactly what Kiran intended. “We haven’t time to argue! If you don’t let me through to fight him, we’ll all be doomed.”


    The demon gave him a red smile. Child, we will send you as our hunter. But afterward, you shall return to us—and this time, we will ensure the bargain is kept.


    The glacier encasing him vanished. Before he could react, the red-horned hunters swarmed him, their hungry, sobbing howls ripping across his mind. Phantom limbs passed right through his flesh to his soul within and tore greedily at the human energies of his ikilhia. Kiran cried out, fighting, but compared to the beasts’ strength he was as weak as the child the demons called him. The beasts devoured what they pleased of his ikilhia, even as the demon from the cirque forced a rush of chill power into Kiran, feeding the demonfire in his soul until it swelled from a core of azure to a blazing bonfire.


    There. The demon whipped the hunters back with crackling lashes of jarringly dissonant magic. Still human enough to endure Ashkiza’s poison for a short time, yet too much a part of our fire to ever fully leave it behind. Now when you walk your realm of mud, you cannot travel dead ground; cannot escape us as you have before.


    Kiran shook, agony still sparking through his body. All he had left of his ikilhia besides demonfire was a fragile flicker of mortal magic. His inner senses were all askew. The currents swirling around him no longer seared him with cold, but they carried a thousand clamoring tastes that assaulted his battered mind nearly as strongly as the pain of his savaged soul.


    He would worry later over what the ssarez-kai had to done to him. For now, Ruslan was problem enough. Kiran fumbled amid a bewildering array of sensations for the familiar tang of Ruslan’s house wards. He couldn’t find their red, sharp fire, the storm in his head too confusing—but all at once, his seeking found an even more familiar anchor.


    Dev. Ruslan was no longer blocking his bond to the confluence. He was alive, but in such pain—


    Go, child, the ssarez-kai whispered to him in a multitude of voices. Go, and remember: if you run, the hunt will find you. The hunters gibbered in hungry echo.


    Kiran reached a shaking hand into his shirt and snatched the packet of herbs Teo had given him. He’d need their aid more than ever against the labyrinth’s poison. He stuffed a sticky ball into his mouth, gagging at the sour sliminess, but swallowing the herbs down—and launched himself for the distant, agonized spark of Dev’s ikilhia.


    


    * * *


    


    (Dev)


    


    I sang in a cracked, distorted mumble through the gag that choked my mouth. Everything from drinking songs and prayer chants to little nonsense rhymes Red Dal’s den minder had sung to me when I was a kid. Anything, to keep from thinking about what Mikail had done to me. In the end, Ruslan had healed me as he had Marten, but the memory of the eternity beforehand was a red, awful weight ready to crush me.


    Only thing that had kept me sane was thinking of Cara. Imagining her holding me, fierce and sure and strong, bracing me against the pain, insisting that if I held on a little longer, Kiran would come and save me. Save us all.


    But she wasn’t really here. And Kiran had not come. Worse, Ruslan was gone, but Marten wasn’t screaming anymore. That worried the fuck out of me. Had the sand mage bound his will already?


    My throat was so raw I could barely speak, but I forced out another mumbled phrase of a song, desperate for the distraction. Ruslan hadn’t healed all the damage. He’d left a dagger stuck in me. The blade entered right below my collarbone and plunged all the way through my body to lodge in the wall at my back. I was pinned like a bug against a tree trunk. It hurt, but I had a new scale for pain now. A knife through the shoulder was nothing compared to having my skin flayed off and my genitals carved to ribbons.


    Besides, the knife helped keep me off the spikes. Now I knew exactly how much they hurt, I was almost grateful to Ruslan for leaving me pinned this way. Probably not the reaction he was going for. Maybe he just didn’t want Mikail tempted into returning to watch me slide down. Ruslan had been pretty damn quick to shove a gag in my mouth after healing me.


    He’d ordered Mikail to return to his workroom and continue laying channels while he finished “preparing” Marten for the binding. Mikail had hurried out with his arms still red to the elbow with my blood, and never once hesitated.


    Stupid fucking lapdog. So much for giving a shit about his mage-brother.


    Sweat dripped from my temples and soaked the rags of my shirt. My wrists were numb in the manacles. When I moved even the barest fraction, the gods-cursed knife grated against bone and sent fire boiling through my chest.


    I pictured Cara standing in the slanting shaft of sunlight, her pale hair turned to brilliant gold, her eyes shining with sympathy and resolve. Hold on, Dev. We’re coming for you.


    “Cara,” I pleaded. “Oh, gods, Cara, tell Kiran to hurry, tell him—”


    Kiran appeared out of thin air not three feet from me.


    I stared, too stunned to breathe. I’d wanted so badly for him to show up, I wasn’t sure he was real.


    Kiran was in a tense crouch, one hand locked around his amulet. He retched and gasped for air like a man drowning, his face so bloodlessly white I feared he would faint.


    I called his name. All that came out through the gag was, “Knnngh!”


    His head jerked up. Relief blazed bright in his eyes, swiftly replaced by dismay, his gaze skipping to the knife in my shoulder, then the spikes still red with my blood. He lurched upright and stumbled toward me, reaching.


    I’d never been so glad to have someone touch me. The instant his fingers brushed my good shoulder, the bond between us snapped to life. He was right there in my head: beautifully, undeniably real, his concern for me a great welling wave over a black swirl of fear and nausea and pain, with determination hard as bedrock beneath it all.


    You’ve got to watch it—I’m bait in a trap! I shoved at him a hasty reckoning of everything I’d seen and heard since I woke to find myself Ruslan’s captive. I worried it was garbled as hell, but he seemed to follow—at least until he saw my conversation with the demon.


    “What?” He was so shocked he spoke aloud. “I thought it had left you!”


    At that, the demon uncoiled at long last inside my head, sly and cold and every bit as real as Kiran. Not at all, cousin. I am here, ready to offer you the help you so badly need.


    Don’t you trust it, I snapped at Kiran, showing him how the demon had refused to answer my pleas for aid even when Mikail was about to slash my throat open.


    You should be grateful I did not reveal myself, the demon told me, disdainful. Can you not see what the ssarez-kai have done to your friend? Without my aid, he will not escape them.


    I didn’t know what the demon meant, but Kiran did. I got a flash of shadowy beasts tearing at him, agony flooding him—pain he was still feeling now, along with a sickness so strong my own stomach twisted in knots.


    What in Shaikar’s hells? I tried to see more; in response, Kiran sent a hurried jumble of memories that left me goggling in surprise and dismay. Cara and Melly—gods, one mistake against wards as powerful as those that must guard Alathia’s gate, and they’d be dead before the Watch could even pounce on them. And Kiran, his magic torn to shreds by demonic hunters—could he even fight Ruslan in this condition?


    Don’t worry about me. With trembling fingers, Kiran eased the gag from my mouth. Tears leaked down his cheeks; he’d been sifting through my memories while I saw his. Oh, Dev. I wish I had come sooner. Or that I had better news. I won’t know if Cara and Melly succeeded unless I can get closer to Ruslan’s gate. For that, I need your help. He reached for the hilt of the dagger jutting from my shoulder.


    Hold, the demon said sharply to Kiran. Did you not listen when he warned you he is bait?


    It was worried that Kiran removing the knife would trigger some kind of trap. Fuck, it might be right. Ruslan had been far too careful to leave me alone, that knife just begging to be pulled out by an anxious rescuer.


    Kiran was trying to look for any hidden spellwork, but something was wrong with his magic. He couldn’t focus right. Every time he tried, it was like plunging into a frothing cauldron of rapids, all noise and tumbling chaos—and worse, his illness got way stronger. His stomach was a churning mass of bile, darkness creeping over his vision.


    Stop, I yelled at him. You collapse, and we’ll never kill Ruslan!


    The demon added, The fire in your soul is no longer tame, your senses no longer dull—but your flesh limits you too sharply. Even were this house not reeking with poison, you could not sift the currents properly as we do.


    Kiran relented, his mind ablaze with frustration. Then I’ll cross into the demon realm the moment I pull the blade. No spell of Ruslan’s can touch me there—and whatever he’s done, it will be aimed at me, not Dev. Ruslan dares not break his vow.


    Triggering any spell will alert him to your presence, the demon said.


    I know, but I see no way to avoid that. Kiran put a gentle hand to my face. If I wake the Taint in you, can you break your manacles?


    I nodded, coughing, my tongue burning and swollen. His mouth tightened; he was wishing he had water to offer me. I shook my head in dismissal. All I wanted was for him to get me off this gods-cursed wall.


    He drew a cautious trickle of magic that woke a bright spark in my head, so welcome that my vision blurred. Kiran slid his hand down to my chest to brace me.


    Mother of maidens, it felt good to smash something. A few hard blows, and the manacles cracked apart. I didn’t move my arms despite my cramping, tingling muscles, not wanting to joggle the knife. Kiran gripped the handle, his eyes narrowed in concentration.


    I knew how much this would hurt. I gritted my teeth, bracing.


    He yanked the blade free and hauled me up and over the spikes. Pain exploded in my shoulder; I choked back a howl. Kiran blurred like he was about to vanish—but in the corner of my eye, I caught the flash of activated wards. The demon hissed something, dismayed. I twisted and saw runes wet with my blood glowing crimson on the wall.


    Kiran’s outline solidified again, his eyes wide and dazed. He tumbled backward on his ass as if somebody had walloped him with the haft of an axe.


    I tried to grab for him, but my shoulder, fuck—“What’s Ruslan done?”


    Kiran staggered to his feet. “He’s made a barrier around the house—I can’t reach the demon realm! I didn’t know he could create such a spell without the labyrinth’s aid.”


    My stomach sank to my boots. If Kiran couldn’t take Ruslan into the demon realm, how the fuck would we kill him? “Can you still pull power through me?”


    In answer, he took my arms. Magic rippled between us, and we both shuddered in relief—especially me, as the wound in my shoulder closed and my pain eased.


    I’ll smash those runes into gravel! I turned, ready to strike.


    Won’t help, Kiran said. That was merely the trigger. He’s anchored the spell somewhere else. Probably in his workroom. That way he can keep watch over both the barrier and the labyrinth’s gate.


    Ruslan had to have felt his trap spring shut. If he knows you’re here, why isn’t he casting at you?


    Kiran stiffened, and his realization flashed through us both: Ruslan must be too close to a larger revenge.


    My gut went cold. If he’s ready to use the labyrinth—Kiran, you have to cast—


    Kiran thrust away from me. “Even with your help, I haven’t the strength to defeat Ruslan in a direct confrontation. I need another way, I need…” His head came up, his eyes dark with determination. “Dev. I must talk with the demon.”


    Before I could even reach my hand to Kiran, the demon rose up and pushed me under. I was drowning in darkness, sinking deeper—I fought for the surface, desperate to hear what Kiran was saying. The demon’s hold wasn’t so strong as it had been before. I clawed my way up as though crawling through thickened syrup.


    “You risk much,” the demon was saying with my mouth. “But yes, what you suggest is possible. I sent word of our struggle to my former kin long before I ever touched your ratling; they await the least mistake on the part of the ssarez-kai. But should you succeed, are you prepared to pay the price?”


    I didn’t like the sound of this one bit. I fought to speak, to no avail.


    Kiran said, “So long as the price is mine alone to pay, yes.”


    The demon retreated. I lunged for Kiran. “What price? What the fuck are you planning?”


    “Not suicide, if that’s what you fear. I know how to kill Ruslan and make sure no demons can ever use the labyrinth. No time to explain everything, so listen…” Kiran slashed a strip of cloth from his shirt. “You and I must break into Ruslan’s workroom, stop him casting, and destroy the spell that blocks me from the demon realm. Ruslan will try to separate us. He knows that unless I take off my amulet, we have to stay touching for you to use the Taint.” He offered me the strip of cloth. “If we tie our arms together—”


    “Got it.” I’d had plenty of practice tying knots one-handed. In a trice, I had our wrists bound together. I wanted to demand Kiran explain what price he meant to pay, but we hadn’t time to waste. He was already pulling magic through me.


    I hammered invisible blows at the door wards and reached through the bond so he’d feel what I did: that whatever came of this, I was proud to fight by his side. That I’d never had anything like a mage-brother, but to me, he was that and more.


    The demon stirred deep within, but I didn’t care. Let it eavesdrop, let it mock. The Shaikar-spawn could go fuck itself.


    Kiran’s hand tightened on mine. Gratitude and love spilled through the bond, bright as sunlight breaking through stormclouds. “Thank you,” he whispered.


    The door wards went dead. I yanked the door open and flashed Kiran a last, ferocious grin. “Let’s go stomp that viper into dust.”


    
      

      [bookmark: _Toc432273049]Chapter Thirty-Two

    


    


    (Kiran)


    


    Kiran raced with Dev up spiraling marble stairs toward Ruslan’s workroom. The double doors at the staircase’s summit were so thickly laid with wardlines they appeared to be solid silver. In his mage-sight, the workroom was barred by a roaring inferno of blood-red flame. At least he could see the spell properly. The barrier blocking him from the demon realm had brought an unexpected boon: it deadened the riot of confusing sensations he’d previously suffered when he tried to reach past his barriers. His inner senses almost felt normal again.


    The rest of him did not. The poison in the aether had grown thicker than ever; Kiran’s body ached with feverish pain born of the demonfire in his soul. The magic he drew through Dev helped a little, bolstering the fragile shell of human energies protecting his ikilhia. Yet his control over that magic was terrifyingly weak. He could pull barely more than a trickle before the energies threatened to explode free of his grasp and kill him and Dev both.


    He didn’t want Dev to know how deep his fear ran. Thankfully, Dev was riding far too high on the exhilaration of the Taint to notice. A savage flood of anticipation poured down the bond.


    Where should I strike to break the wards?


    Kiran wanted to let that flood wash away the icy weight of his dread, but he dared not let Dev sweep aside all his caution as he had when they took Marten.


    Let me scout first. Kiran threaded his senses through the spell’s weave. His altered ikilhia refused to behave as it should; he felt as clumsy as a child struggling to cast his first spell. The effort left him sweating and shivering.


    But he saw past the wards to the workroom beyond. A stunningly intricate network of channels traced fire over his mage-sight. Quiescent channels—the spell was still not complete. The burning suns of Ruslan’s and Mikail’s ikilhias moved about the workroom, shedding ripples of magic as they cast to add more lines to the pattern.


    Marten was a ghostly pinprick barely visible against an arch of twisted energies. The arch’s interior blazed with a coruscating fire that Kiran recognized in blood and heart and bone: Ashkiza’s labyrinth. But the soul-shivering thrum of its power had an odd discordance, as if harmonies were falling away from the whole, leaving the remainder ever more unbalanced.


    Kiran’s heart gave a great leap. Cara and Melly made it to the gate chamber! They’re severing the labyrinth’s connection to Alathia.


    A silent cry of relief burst from Dev. His thoughts became a babble of alive alive they’re alive…


    Kiran’s own relief died. Melly must be breaking wards as quickly as she could, but Ruslan was too close to finishing his spell. If he forced Marten to cast while any remnant of the connection lingered, countless Alathians would die.


    Kiran shoved his urgency at Dev. No time to analyze the ward pattern—break every line you see! I’ll shield us.


    Dev responded instantly, lashing out at the wardlines with that strange twist of his mind that Kiran could not duplicate. A blizzard of silver shards sprayed through the air as one line after another shattered. Magefire gouted in lethal, crackling arcs. The strain of holding a shield against the sizzling explosions left Kiran retching, dizzy. He sucked down a ragged breath and concentrated harder.


    The wards’ inferno died. Dev yanked Kiran forward and kicked open the doors.


    Ruslan’s workroom had become a glittering garden of silver. Spell channels were incised on the floor, the walls, even the domed ceiling. Mikail stood within a ring of channels that pulsed scarlet with contained power, his hands outspread and his face remote with concentration.


    Marten was on his knees beside the great obsidian block of Ruslan’s anchor stone. His wrists were shackled to the stone’s smooth top. The flesh revealed by the tatters of his uniform was unwounded but streaked with clotted blood, the dim flicker of his ikilhia twisting wildly against the dark, cruel thorns of a binding spell. Ruslan crouched beside him, casting to lay the final lines of silver connecting his spell pattern to the labyrinth’s arched gate.


    Get Marten away from the anchor stone! From what Kiran had seen of the channels, Marten must touch the stone to cast with the labyrinth.


    Dev struck at Marten’s shackles, but Ruslan leaped forward to block the blow with his own body. Dev’s strike slammed Ruslan backward into the anchor stone; Kiran heard the crack of breaking bone. The channels surrounding Mikail burned bright as Ruslan pulled power to heal himself.


    Kiran hastily scanned the lines covering the floor, comparing the pattern to the vision the ssarez-kai had shown him. The channels that shaped and controlled the demon realm barrier would have been added by Ruslan after the ssarez-kai’s last sight of the gate. He must identify the newly laid lines—


    Ruslan jumped for Marten again. Dev struck first, sending Ruslan spinning aside. He broke one shackle open and focused on the other.


    Mikail vaulted over glowing channels and tackled Kiran, knocking him to the floor and dragging Dev down with him. Kiran thrashed, desperate to avoid Mikail’s bared knife. He couldn’t strike with magefire, Ruslan’s old will-binding rising to inhibit him from casting so close to Dev, and Mikail brushed aside Kiran’s attempts to pierce his inner barriers as if Kiran were as weak as Teo.


    Dev yelled and shoved. Mikail rolled with the blow and caught Kiran’s belt, yanking him closer. His eyes met Kiran’s, his knife poised to strike at Kiran’s heart.


    “Don’t,” Kiran gasped. “Mikail.” With poison so thick in the aether, such a wound would mean his death when his barriers fell.


    Mikail’s knife flicked out, stabbing not at Kiran but the strip of cloth binding his wrist to Dev’s. Kiran jerked his arm aside, but not fast enough. The blade severed cloth and sank deep into Dev’s forearm.


    Mikail dropped the knife and hauled Kiran bodily away from Dev. Kiran snatched in a desperate reach. His fingers slid along Dev’s blood-slicked arm and caught Dev’s wrist. Kiran’s own arm burned with Dev’s pain; power poured between them, and Dev’s wound closed.


    Dev’s next strike sent Mikail flying. But beside the labyrinth’s gate, Ruslan stood, channels finished. Scarlet fire raced over gleaming silver, turning the entire pattern a deep, vicious red.


    Ruslan raised triumphant hands, and a shaft of brilliant white light stabbed from the anchor stone through the arch of the gate. A shock of connection blasted through the aether. The bridge of light turned the same midnight-dark indigo as the labyrinth’s heart.


    Kiran frantically scanned the awakened channels. Where was the barrier spell anchored? Not there—not there, either—


    Marten yelled, hoarse and desperate, “Dev, forget the shackle. Strike me!”


    Ruslan cast a tightly controlled lance of magic at Kiran’s amulet, spearing straight through Kiran’s attempt to block him. The charm sparked wild on Kiran’s chest, its pattern weakening, energies about to fray free.


    Dev hesitated, torn: strike at Ruslan and protect Kiran, or go for Marten—


    “Hit Marten!” Kiran shouted. The labyrinth’s connection to Alathia had thinned to a thread, but even a thread was enough to take thousands of lives.


    Dev struck. Marten’s head snapped backward. His eyes rolled up to the whites, and he slumped against the anchor stone’s side.


    Ruslan abandoned his attack on Kiran’s amulet. Magic burst from his ikilhia to crawl over Marten’s body. A healing spell; Marten gasped, his eyes flying open. Ruslan hauled Marten up and shoved him against the anchor stone.


    “Cast!” he commanded.


    Marten screamed in denial, but the black spines of the binding stabbed deep into his soul. His hands rose to grip the anchor stone’s edges, and his dim ikilhia reached through the anchor stone to touch the bridge—


    Dev struck again with every ounce of force he could muster. Marten’s head slammed forward into the broken shackle’s jagged edge.


    His body convulsed and went limp, his ikilhia collapsing down to the barest of embers. As he fell, the last vestige of the labyrinth’s connection to Alathia withered into nothingness. Melly and Cara had succeeded at last.


    Ruslan spat a vicious phrase in his native tongue, his ikilhia flaring bright enough to blind. He kicked Marten’s unconscious body aside and turned, his hazel eyes locking with Kiran’s.


    “Did you wish my full attention, akhelysh? Be assured; now you have it.”


    Magic slammed into Kiran, wrenching him away from Dev. A wall of flame roared up to encircle him. Kiran’s amulet spat sparks, the metal searing his chest.


    He tore at the circle of magefire, struggling to damp or divert the energies. Beyond, Mikail had recovered his bloodstained knife to stalk Dev with cold, patient dedication.


    Ruslan planted his hands on the anchor stone. The bridge of light remained, though the song of the energies beyond the gate was quiet, the waterfall of fire faded to a pastel shimmer.


    Strain marked the golden planes of Ruslan’s face, and the muted song of the labyrinth’s magic abruptly heightened. The ground trembled. The vast tides of the confluence erupted, seething and roiling in a way Kiran hadn’t felt since Vidai’s attacks on Ninavel.


    Kiran understood the cause, all too well. Ruslan was casting to reanchor the labyrinth into Ninavel’s confluence. Sinking roots deep, preparing to draw on that enormous reservoir of magic without the need for the intermediary of channels to control it.


    Fear rose in an icy wave to steal Kiran’s breath. With the full power of Ninavel’s confluence at Ruslan’s command, he would smash Kiran’s amulet’s warding as easily as cracking an eggshell. Kiran would be left utterly helpless, bound by the mark-bond’s imperative.


    So he must use these last moments of freedom well. Kiran blocked out the roar of the flames surrounding him, shut his eyes against the sight of Dev narrowly dodging a ferocious slash of Mikail’s knife, and concentrated on the glowing channels spiraling over the workroom.


    There. A knot of lines that pulsed with a darker, more dissonant energy than the rest, and had no match in his memory.


    “Dev!” Kiran shouted.


    Dev turned, even as Mikail leaped for him.


    Kiran ripped the amulet from his neck. His bond with Dev flared into sudden life; Dev shoved back Mikail with a snarling laugh. Kiran drew as much power as he dared control and fashioned a wind in the aether that swept the room temporarily clear of the labyrinth’s poison.


    But deep in Kiran’s mind, the mark-bond woke. Ruslan was still finishing his casting, his will bound up in the spell, but Kiran felt Ruslan’s startlement and triumph.


    He had bare instants left to act. He sent Dev a single urgent image of the channels he’d identified. Strike here!


    Panting, bleeding, Dev obeyed. Magefire boiled up from shattered silver. Mikail shouted in alarm, fighting to contain the energies before the entire pattern exploded into lethal backlash.


    An avalanche of sensation blasted into Kiran’s mind. Ruslan’s barrier had fallen; the demon realm was once more only a step away.


    Ruslan’s will crushed Kiran’s. Compelled by silent command, Kiran threw his amulet aside. The charm arced through the flames surrounding him to land beside Marten’s limp body. Kiran’s every muscle was locked, his mind cut off from casting as utterly as if he were nathahlen. He couldn’t even reach Dev; Ruslan had blocked the blood-bond.


    The fire circling him died to a guttering glow. With the absolute control afforded him by the mark-bond, Ruslan no longer needed such crude forms of containment.


    Ruslan beckoned. Helpless to resist, Kiran staggered to the anchor stone. He knelt at Ruslan’s feet with his head tipped back, his throat bared. Ruslan’s voice echoed in his head. Did you think to escape me? Never, akhelysh. Now you will pay for every breath of pain you have caused me.


    “Now!” Kiran croaked. Not to Dev, but to the demon hidden within him.


    A burst of violet light outlined Dev. The demon appeared at his side, predatory and smiling. He gripped Dev’s wrist and blurred forward to pounce on Mikail, dragging Dev with him.


    Mikail twisted away, magefire crackling wild around him, but the demon locked an arm about his throat and forced him to his knees. Dev yanked against the demon’s hold on his wrist, yelling. Beside Kiran, Marten groaned and stirred.


    The demon grinned at Ruslan over Mikail’s head. “Your faithful apprentice shares no kinship with us. When I take him, he will burn screaming in our fire.” The air around Mikail blurred.


    Ruslan cried out in mingled anguish and fury. His will abandoned Kiran to focus with diamond precision on one violent lash of magic, reaching to tear Mikail from the demon’s grasp.


    In the instant of Ruslan’s distraction, Kiran slapped his hands against obsidian, focused his mind on a spell pattern he’d learned long ago, and plunged his will deep into the conduit leading to the labyrinth’s heart.


    The demon laughed and vanished, taking Mikail and Dev with him. Ruslan whipped around, his will refocusing on Kiran—too late. Kiran drew power without check or barrier, and the labyrinth answered. A raging cataract from Ninavel’s confluence blasted down the conduit, pouring straight into Kiran’s ikilhia, a rush of power far too great for one mage to contain.


    Kiran’s body and soul shrieked together in agony, his flesh burning from the inside out, the remnants of his ikilhia shredding away.


    But Ruslan howled with him as power poured in a lethal flood along the mark-bond. Ruslan fought to impose his will through Kiran onto the labyrinth to stop the torrent—but Kiran had set no bounds on the channel. Once opened, the conduit could not be closed while power still roared through it. Confluence energy spewed forth in an unceasing flood like blood gushing from an artery. The latticework of the labyrinth itself shuddered under the strain, strands breaking free, arcs of flame boiling out, the entire construct shredding apart.


    We burn together, then, Ruslan said, each word seared bright with agony and bitter defiance. If love was my weakness, as Lizaveta foresaw…such bonds as you and I share cannot be broken. Come; we’ll join her in the fire.


    Centuries of memories flickered through the torrent ripping Kiran apart. Strange lands, stranger peoples, a thousand sights and books and spells…a youthful Ruslan, laughing, full of pride and hope, racing with Lizaveta through a garden bright with cascading flowers…an adult Ruslan, harrowed by shock and grief, holding Lizaveta close as their tears mingled, and they whispered vows of revenge for the death of their beloved mistress…long years later, Lizaveta’s hand warm on Ruslan’s shoulder as he smiled down at a sleeping Mikail and Kiran…


    If Kiran still had eyes, he would be weeping; not at the loss of himself, but of all that might have been. Pain shrieked at him to dissolve into the flood and gain oblivion.


    But he had promised Dev to fight to his last breath. He clung to the demonfire in his soul and the spell pattern in his mind, until the flood ripped his last fragments of self away.


    


    * * *


    


    (Dev)


    


    Traveling demon-fashion usually meant an interval of utter darkness, all my senses dead. Not this time. A sharp, cold pain sliced through my chest, like Mikail slashing a knife made of ice through my insides—but before I could scream, the pain vanished. Yet I felt as if storm winds buffeted me; as though I’d fly clean away into the dark, if not for the demon’s manacle-tight grip on my wrist.


    “Take me back!” I yelled—or tried to. No sound reached my ears. My heart thudded in frantic rhythm, terror for Kiran running hot through my veins. Without me and the Taint, he didn’t have a prayer of survival.


    All at once, I was back in the workroom, sprawled on scorched stone between cooling runnels of slagged silver. The walls were charred and cracked; in some spots, stone blocks had fallen into piles of sharp-edged rubble. Through yawning gaps, I glimpsed the slender, soaring spires of Reytani district, Kelante Tower among them, untouched and serene. A relief; I’d half-thought to see all of Ninavel crumbled into rubble and ash like Prosul Akheba.


    No sign remained of the labyrinth’s arched gate. The workroom was echoingly empty…except for me, a limp, corpse-gray Mikail with blood trickling from his ears and mouth, and the demon. Who didn’t look so great, either. Its skin no longer gleamed stark white, but had dulled to the color of old snow. Its black braids were limp, its eyes faded to dim embers.


    “What happened? Where’s Kiran?” But I knew the answer. Gods all damn him, he’d burned himself up right along with Ruslan. Marten was dead too, nothing left of all three of them but this chalky layer of ash. I’d wanted Ruslan destroyed, wanted Cara and Melly forever safe from him, but not like this, never like this. I howled into the terrible mental silence where Kiran had been, You said you didn’t want to die! You promised you would fight!


    The demon gripped my shoulders. Cold seared from its hands straight through to my skin. “I severed your bond to our fire, but your bond to Kiran remains. Keep reaching for him!”


    It thought Kiran was alive? I choked back questions and strained my mind, seeking the least hint of his presence—and oh, gods! Felt a distant, dying spark.


    The demon hissed, eager. “As I thought. His flesh could not sustain such power, but his soul was rich with our fire, and that is sterner stuff. Hurry, you must summon him, or the pattern of his self will fray too far and be lost.”


    “Summon him how?” I demanded.


    The demon hissed again, this time harsher, weighted with frustration. “You know the taste of his soul far better than I. Reach for him, call forth all you can of who and what he is, and I will do the rest. Hurry, ratling!”


    A mage might know what the demon intended, or how to pull off this summoning properly. I had no clue, but fuck, I wasn’t going to argue. I reached for that guttering spark and sent a mental shout.


    Kiran! Behind his name lay every memory I had of him: his cautious reserve when he first pretended to be my apprentice, his wide-eyed, eager wonder in the mountains, his stubborn determination to escape Ruslan, his unstinting loyalty as a friend…


    I felt the demon doing something. Chill tendrils slithered through my head, reaching along the bond and weaving my memories into a net that combed some unknowable sea.


    Was it working? I didn’t know. Couldn’t feel any response to my repeated calls.


    Kiran! Get back here, damn you. You said you wanted to live. Don’t you dare prove yourself a liar!


    More memories: the shy brilliance of his smile, the clear, unexpected sound of his laughter, the hunched line of his shoulders when he was nervous, the stark pallor of his tearstained face after Prosul Akheba burned, the desperate strength of his clasp on my hand when we’d run for Ruslan’s workroom, the love that had shone from him…


    KIRAN!


    The air shimmered before me, and Kiran appeared. Naked, crouched in a ball with his head hanging low.


    A strangled cry exploded out of me. My relief was so great I couldn’t even stammer his name, for all I’d been yelling it in my head.


    “It hurts,” he said in a cracked, startled voice. Shuddering waves of pain washed along our bond; I cringed in sympathy. “Why does it hurt? I feel—as if I’m about to fly into pieces—” He was shaking. The outline of his body wavered, as if he were a mirage that’d vanish any instant.


    “Kiran!” I stumbled toward him, but the demon jerked me back.


    “Careful.” Its warning held not the least trace of mockery. “He may have survived the transition, but he knows little yet of control.” The demon stretched out its free hand to Kiran, and its voice softened. “You hurt, child, because you’ve been born anew. Into fire, not flesh. Such a birth always brings pain. Well I remember the agony of my own crossing, and how long it took to fade.”


    “What?” I craned around the demon. “Kiran! Talk to me. What happened?”


    Kiran raised his head, and I recoiled. His eyes were pits of blue flame.


    “Dev?” His uncertainty struck to my heart. “I remember casting, Ruslan and I dying together, the labyrinth dissolving with us—I fought to live, as long as I could, but in the end all was fire. Then I heard you call my name…”


    Through the bond, I experienced what he had: the desperate imperative that yanked him back from oblivion, joined by insistent tendrils of magic that sought out the fading strands of his self and forced them back together, pain rising as his soul struggled to recast its old, familiar pattern from a strange new medium.


    I rounded on the demon. “What did you do? You said we could call him back, not—not make him into one of you!”


    The demon made an exasperated chuffing noise. “Did I not say his flesh couldn’t survive? His blood held so much of our fire I thought with my help he might successfully shed your realm to become a child of ours, a leap all my kind once made. But while he is now our kin in truth, he is not the same as us. We were never human, not even when we were creatures of flesh.”


    Kiran pressed his hands to his face, then held them out before him, turning them slowly over. No scales marked his skin, and he certainly wasn’t sexless; aside from those disturbing, fiery eyes, from what I could see he still looked perfectly human.


    Staring at his hands, Kiran said, “I knew there was a price, but…that’s why I see only magic overlaid with a…a ghost of flesh? This body is illusion?”


    He’d clamped down on the bond, pulling back as much as he could from me, but my gut twisted at the suppressed horror in his voice. Oh gods, Kiran!


    The demon said, “When you walk this realm, you appear as your soul’s memory of what you once were. As you gain control, you can enhance the illusion. Touch flesh without harming it; fool a mud-creature’s sight entirely, as we rarely bother to do. But your own eyes will always see the truth.”


    Kiran shut his blazing eyes; the air around him blurred. Strain creased his face, and the blur vanished. “What of Ruslan? You say you believed me strong enough to survive. His strength was a thousand times greater. Must I fear he too escaped death?”


    My spine went cold. Shit, I hadn’t even considered that. I glanced nervously around, afraid to see a vengeful Ruslan appear in a blaze of magefire.


    The demon said, “The fire in his blood was strong, yes, the strongest I’ve ever seen in a human—but it was purely of this realm, not of ours. Whereas you…you were more than halfway a child of fire already, yet even then, you could not take the last step without my help. If you seek proof of your master’s death, look within, cousin. Your bond-sigil is shattered. Your soul is free.”


    Belatedly, I realized the skin of Kiran’s chest—illusory though it might be—was clean and unmarked. Ruslan’s red and black sigil had vanished.


    Stunned wonder flowed from Kiran. “It’s true,” he said, soft and amazed. “The mark-bond is gone. I never thought I would see this day.” But his wonder darkened into grief—not for himself, but for Marten and all Ruslan’s other victims that had not lived to see his defeat.


    The demon said, “Free, that is, except for one last chain. Useful as it has been, it still binds you. Sever your bond to your ratling friend, and you’ll know true freedom.”


    “Don’t you dare cut it!” I was all for Kiran’s freedom, but I didn’t trust for one instant the demon’s motives.


    Kiran said, “My bond to Dev is no chain. I’ll break the link only when Dev wills it.”


    “Which I don’t,” I said loudly. “Just to be clear.”


    The demon chuffed, its fanged teeth showing. “As you prefer, cousin. Humans live short enough lives. Time enough when this one dies for you to cast off your ties of infancy.”


    The fire in Kiran’s eyes blazed brighter yet. “You sound like Ruslan. Just because nathahlen lives are short doesn’t mean they’re worthless.”


    “Oh, some few are interesting,” the demon said. “Look at you. The first human in all the ages of the world to follow our path into the fire…ah, child, you’ll shake every lineage right out of complacency.”


    And into what? “So much for the talk of freedom, I see. You saved Kiran because you’ve got some plan to use him.”


    Kiran’s hands fisted. He said to the demon, “I’m grateful for your help in this fight, and even…even for my survival, after. But grateful as I am, I’m not a fool. Whatever your reasons for giving your aid, I will not blindly bow to your will. You and your kin are not my masters; either accept that, or you’d best kill me now.”


    The demon laughed, piercing and sweet, and spread its slender hands. “Peace, cousin! You need not fear I seek to enslave you. The only bonds we children of fire accept are those of blood-right, and you have renounced all kinship. Yes, I shall rejoice in the ripples your very existence will send through our realm, but I make no demands on you.”


    “Yet,” I muttered, but Kiran wasn’t listening. He’d caught sight of Mikail’s prone body.


    “Mikail…” Kiran moved with a demon’s blurred speed. Caught off guard, I flinched back. Kiran sank to his knees at his mage-brother’s side.


    “He lives, just as you asked me to ensure,” the demon said. “Though for how much longer, I cannot say.”


    Kiran looked stricken. “The damage to his ikilhia and mind is worse than Marten endured. He can’t even draw power to heal.”


    “Good thing,” I said. Otherwise I’d have been dead long since.


    A wave of apology swept me. I know, Kiran said. But when Mikail had the chance to kill me, he didn’t take it. Besides… A tangle of images flickered into my head, full of a younger Mikail comforting Kiran, pleading with Ruslan on Kiran’s behalf, enduring punishments for his sake, all of it colored with regret and anguish so sharp I winced to feel it.


    Gods all damn it! Whatever Mikail might’ve done for Kiran, mere moments ago he’d been doing his best to slice me into ribbons. I countered Kiran’s images with the terrible memories of Mikail twisting his knife in my chest, carving my body into ruin while I howled in agony.


    Kiran jerked as if he were the one under the blade, but I wasn’t done. “Fuck Mikail. It’s Cara and Melly who need help.” The Watch had to have captured them, and in the wake of the border wards’ destruction, the Council would be pissed. Maybe they wouldn’t hurt a kid, but Cara hadn’t that protection.


    We had to go rescue them. I grabbed for Kiran’s arm, forgetting the demon’s warning. My fingers touched cold so severe it burned like fire. I yelped in startled pain, jerking my hand back.


    Kiran checked his own instinctive reach, his dismay sharp in my head. The pain in my hand faded—my fingers still looked healthy and brown, not the ghastly gray of frostbitten flesh I’d feared to see—but my distress only grew. If he couldn’t touch anyone to bring them through the demon realm, how would we get Cara and Melly away from the Watch?


    Kiran yelled at the demon, “Tell me how to touch Dev without hurting him!”


    Unruffled, the demon said, “Did you learn that rigamarole you call casting in mere moments? It will take you time to learn control, cousin.”


    “How much time?” I demanded. The Council wouldn’t sentence Cara right off, but gods, I didn’t want to leave her and Melly in Alathia one moment longer than necessary.


    The demon only gave a disinterested flick of a hand.


    Kiran said to the demon, “You could seek Cara and Melly for us.”


    “No,” the demon said with a fanged smile. “I prefer for you to be motivated to learn the ways of fire.”


    Asshole. This was its revenge for Kiran keeping his bond to me.


    Kiran said hesitantly, I can offer to sever the bond in exchange for the demon’s help.


    Every last spark of his reborn soul was screaming that he didn’t want to lose the connection to me, but for Cara and Melly’s sake, he was willing. He’d do anything for us.


    I let him feel how deeply I appreciated that—and my certainty that severing the bond was the wrong path to take. No more sacrifices! Don’t you give that viper any more ground. We’ll figure this out, you and me. We’ll rescue Cara and Melly without need for any demons.


    That sparked a new worry in Kiran. He turned to the demon. “What about the ssarez-kai? Did they flee when Ruslan re-anchored the labyrinth?”


    “Yes,” the demon said, smugly satisfied. “Nor will they trouble you in the halls of flame. I told you I’d sent word of our struggle to my former kin. When the ssarez-kai fled their hearthfire, fearing to be destroyed, they found the madrek-zal lying in wait. My former kin triumphed; this kazhi—territory, I think you would say—is now theirs.”


    “Aha,” I said, understanding. “Like you hope to be. You’re angling for these madrek-zal to let you be part of their clan again, in reward.”


    “Perhaps.” The demon hadn’t taken its attention from Kiran. “Cousin, if you wish to find your ratling friends, you must retreat with me to our fire. Do you not feel your pain growing? Your death-casting has left mere threads of power where the great sea once stood. Barely enough for you and I to walk this realm of mud; not enough for you to stay long, newborn as you are.”


    Kiran’s head rocked back. “The confluence, gone…my spell worked, then?”


    “The confluence is gone?” Sudden horror froze my heart. “Mother of maidens, Kiran—did you do what Vidai tried to? Kill all the city’s mages, and—”


    “No!” He leaped to his feet. “Vidai sought to breach the containing forces and let the confluence energies burst free, uncontrolled. I cast with the labyrinth to transmute the confluence. Not into fire, as Ruslan did when he burned the temple, but into—oh, I have to see…”


    He darted up a pile of rubble to a gap in the wall. “Dev, come look!”


    The amazement in his cry galvanized me out of shock. I vaulted up chunks of rubble and peered past Kiran to the city beyond.


    I gaped, stunned all over again. Far below us, beyond Ninavel’s roofs and spires and the shining white curve of the outer sandstorm wall, a vast blue lake filled the Painted Valley from the Whitefire Mountains to the Boltholes, stretching northward into hazy distance.


    “Khalmet’s bloodsoaked bony hand! You did that?”


    Kiran said, “I needed to draw an unchecked flood of power to be sure of destroying both Ruslan and the labyrinth. But I thought, why not use that power to loosen Sechaveh’s stranglehold on Ninavel? The city’s mages should still live. Casting powerful spells won’t be possible without the confluence, but if water is readily available, the impact shouldn’t be so terrible for the untalented.”


    “That lake won’t last forever.” I was no scholar to know how fast the water would turn brackish and dry up, but I did know it was doomed with no fresh streams coming in.


    “No, but it’ll last quite a few years, I think. Long enough that people can safely leave the city, if they choose. Or build a new way of life.”


    I struggled to comprehend the enormity of what Kiran had done. No more confluence meant no more tainted kids. No more Taint thieves…Red Dal and every other handler would be out of a job. Not exactly a paradise for the kids already living in the dens—they’d be in shock, their formerly happy lives shattered as their handlers scrambled to sell them off as useless. But no more kids would replace them.


    A good thing in the end, but my heart hurt to think of all those Tainters out there with their talent ripped from them. Almost, I could hear their cries of despair…


    I did hear a groan. Soft, but close. Someone was alive under the rubble. I strained to pinpoint the sound. “Did you hear that? If it’s Ruslan, I’ll cut his fucking heart out.”


    “Not Ruslan,” the demon said, crouched at the base of the rubble. “The Alathian, perhaps, though his fire is hidden from me.”


    “Marten!” Kiran leaped down from the gap. “Before I cast, I saw him move, and my amulet was right near him—he must have put it on and survived my casting as you did in Simon’s cave. We have to find him—”


    “Quiet!” I crawled down rubble, listening. Another muffled moan. “He’s under here. Can you move these blocks?” The Taint was gone from me, the void inside as dark and dead as it had ever been. With the confluence reduced to a puddle, I was guessing that was a permanent state of affairs. But in the face of what had happened to Kiran, I wasn’t about to complain.


    Kiran’s face screwed up in concentration. His body went all blurred again, his pain juddering into me. “I can’t…I’m sorry…”


    “I warned you, cousin. Not enough fire.” The demon made no move to help us.


    “Oh, for Khalmet’s sake.” I spotted a crevice wide enough to admit me and wriggled within. The stink of burned flesh was thick in the tight space. My questing fingers touched a limp, blood-slick hand. “Marten’s here, but he’s hurt bad.” I shoved at a chunk of stone. It didn’t move an inch. I’d have to try pulling Marten out, and hope he wasn’t pinned.


    He wasn’t pinned, just wedged deep in the crevice. A few moments of cursing and hauling, and I managed to tug him free of the rubble.


    Hurt bad was a kind description. Half his skin was charred, his right leg was bent at an angle that made me want to throw up, and white shards of skull showed through the black, bloody mess of his temple.


    Kiran was still looking all wavery. He’d pulled back from our bond, but not before I’d felt just how badly it was hurting him to stay here.


    He said, “We need—need a healer. The Council must’ve sent someone to replace Halassian as ambassador. I’ll go to—to the Alathian embassy and tell them Marten’s here.”


    “One look at you, and the Alathians will be screaming and casting magefire. They’ll listen faster if I’m the one who begs their help.” I took Mikail’s knife and sliced free a swatch of Marten’s bloodied uniform. If that didn’t work to bring the mages at the embassy running, I’d offer to let them look in my head. “If they take me prisoner, I’m counting on you to come back and rescue my ass. Again.”


    Kiran looked from Marten’s charred, broken body to Mikail, sprawled limp and gray on the workroom’s far side. “Will you get help for them both? Please?”


    I wanted to leave Mikail to rot. But looking at Kiran’s white, pain-wracked face, remembering the force of his anguish, I couldn’t do it. Grudgingly, I nodded.


    But I was glad Kiran had retreated from my mind and couldn’t hear what I was thinking. I’d bring the Alathians with the offer of reclaiming a fugitive Watch captain and capturing one of the blood mages who’d nearly destroyed their country. I knew the Alathians: they wouldn’t kill Mikail right off. They’d heal him enough so they could find out the truth, but once they finished interrogating him, they’d drag him back to the Council so they could execute him in style. That worked for me.


    Kiran let out a breath that was half a sob. “Thank you.” He looked at the demon. “I’ll—I’ll go to the fire with you, if you will teach me the control I need to safely carry Dev to Alathia.”


    “Done,” the demon said immediately. It straightened, beckoning. “Come, child.”


    I wanted to take Kiran’s shoulders, force him to look at me. “Kiran. You come back as soon as you can, understand?”


    He shut his eyes, and for an instant, I could pretend he was still fully human.


    “I will,” he said, and vanished.


    
      

      [bookmark: _Toc432273050]Chapter Thirty-Three

    


    


    (Kiran)


    


    Kiran led Dev through darkness—or what to Dev’s eyes was darkness. Massive tree boughs blocked the night sky so completely that no glint of starlight penetrated. The Alathian night was loud with chirring bugs and peeping frogs, but this late, no fireflies blinked like tiny magelights beneath the trees.


    Once, Kiran would have seen the night forest as a vibrant spectrum of life, from the sturdy green strength of trees to the tiniest fluttering sparks of moths. Now, he moved through a strange, faded twilight. In comparison to the breathtaking glory of the demon realm, the human realm was a land of ghosts and shadows. If he concentrated, he could see more or less as he once had, with inanimate objects properly solid instead of gray, lifeless phantoms, and living creatures as physical shapes instead of collections of dim energies.


    But he couldn’t smell the loamy fragrance of forest as Dev did, or feel the night breeze on his face, though he sensed wind rippling through the living leaves overhead. He’d learned to contain his altered ikilhia so he could touch flesh without harming it, but all he felt of Dev’s hand in his was a numb, solid resistance, as if his nerves had fallen asleep.


    Metal, stone, skin, plants, all felt the same to his illusory fingers, and Kiran hated that. Yet he’d been astonished at the new acuity of his inner senses in the demon realm. The richness and depth of the tastes carried on the currents, the vivid beauty of the magic, the joy of freedom…maybe in time, that would make up for what he had lost.


    Or maybe you’ll find a way to have a proper body again, Dev said, with the same stubborn hope he’d once had for Kiran’s freedom.


    I’m not certain that’s possible. The scarred demon had scoffed at the very idea, saying that a child of fire could not return to flesh any more than a human child could crawl back inside its mother. It had warned Kiran that if he tried to inhabit a shell of flesh the way it had inhabited Dev, that body would soon sicken and die.


    You shouldn’t trust what it tells you, Dev said. You’ve only been a demon for what, five days? That’s nowhere near enough time to know what’s possible and what’s not.


    I’m not a demon, Kiran protested, unable to hide his twinge of hurt. I’m still me.


    Sorry, Dev said hastily. I didn’t mean…look, I would rather you were anything than dead.


    Me too, Kiran said. Another step, and the muted energies of forest life leached from his sight, the gray world withering and darkening. This is as far as I can go from the earth-current. Any farther, and darkness would blot out his thoughts, his ikilhia instantly and instinctively retreating to where it could be sustained.


    This is far enough, Dev assured him. If the scry-charm showed truth, the Watch’s camp isn’t more than a mile away. And nobody makes defensive charms stronger than Ruslan’s, right? He flashed Kiran an image of the myriad charms he wore, which they’d ransacked from Ruslan’s vaults. I’ll be fine. Just give me a good long while to sneak up to the camp before you draw the attention of the Watch. I won’t be moving fast without that handy mage-sight of yours.


    I hate that I can’t protect you, Kiran said. The scarred demon—who had not so far rejoined its former kin, though Kiran was not sure if that was its choice or theirs—had taught him the rudiments of control. Kiran had spent every moment of the days since Ruslan’s death practicing that control, but he couldn’t yet exert a demon’s Tainted power in the human realm, or their ability to cast magic. It was so frustrating to have to relearn everything. When he tried to cast with the techniques Ruslan had so painstakingly instilled in him, it was as if he were a nathahlen trying to shape water with his hands. The demon laughed at him, saying such clumsy intermediaries as patterns and channels were meant for creatures of mud, not fire. It said that in time, he would learn to wield power by instinct, as a child learns to crawl and then walk.


    But neither he nor Dev had wanted to wait to free Cara and Melly. Five days was long enough.


    Exactly, Dev said. Sooner’s better. Before the Watch decides to drag them off to Tamanath by a route even farther from anywhere you can reach.


    Kiran handed Dev his old kizhenvya amulet and shoved back fear in favor of faith. If anyone could succeed in this, it was Dev.


    No, Dev said. If anyone can succeed, it’s us. Together. Doesn’t matter if you can’t cast; we still make a hell of a team. The Alathians don’t stand a chance.


    In answer, Kiran pulled Dev into a hug, not caring that he couldn’t feel the contact as he once had. Dev could, and that was what mattered. Dev’s emotions rolled over him in a tangled rush: startled appreciation of the embrace, regret for Kiran’s transformation, worry for Cara and Melly, anticipation of reunion with them.


    Go bring Cara and Melly home, Kiran said.


    Dev took an unsteady breath and let go. He slipped on the amulet and vanished from Kiran’s mind, leaving Kiran with only a whisper on the night air.


    “See you soon.”


    


    * * *


    


    Kiran stood tall within a dome of ghostly flame, waiting for the Watch. They were coming; the reek of blood magic from the charm fueling his fiery barrier was a beacon they could not ignore. The subtle ripples of the Alathians’ scrying spells still lingered in the shadowy aether of the forest. They’d seen him standing here, though the barrier charm’s shielding was powerful enough to conceal the altered nature of his ikilhia, just as the shimmer of its fire would obscure the inhuman blaze of his eyes. He must not let the Watch realize he couldn’t leave the earth-current.


    Amid the gray traceries of trees, a dozen bright life-lights hastened toward him in tight formation. He was glad to see so many. The Alathians might suspect he had not come alone, but they clearly believed him the greatest threat, just as Kiran had hoped. The Watch would never leave their prisoners unguarded, but the more mages he could draw away from Cara and Melly, the better Dev’s chances of freeing them.


    The life-lights slowed, approaching him. The Alathians, no fools, were wary.


    Kiran shouted, “I’m here to talk, not fight! I could have struck every one of you down without ever leaving Ninavel, if I had wished.” In truth, all he could do was snatch them into the demon realm should they come close enough to grab, and that was a tactic he didn’t want to use. He had no wish to injure anyone as badly as he had Marten. “Instead, I’ve come to discuss the return of my friends.”


    A lone mage stepped out of the trees. To Kiran’s surprise, it was Councilor Varellian herself who faced him. He would have thought a Council member too wary to risk herself in a fight with a blood mage. But then, Alathians were no cowards, and Varellian must be the strongest mage at the camp. Her physical form seemed but a mirage around her ikilhia, which was a rigidly controlled bonfire of gold.


    “Kiran ai Ruslanov,” she said grimly. “You well know that we do not yield to the demands of blood mages.”


    “Ruslan Khaveirin is dead,” Kiran said. “I am no longer mark-bound but free, and I have no wish to follow his style of magic. Nor do I hold you and the rest of the Council as enemies, if you’ll let my friends go. They saved your country from destruction at Ruslan’s hands—does this mean nothing to you?”


    Varellian scrutinized him in silence. Amid the trees, her cohorts fanned out, slinking in a wide circle to surround Kiran. She was likely delaying as much as he was, hoping to give her subordinates time to analyze his barrier and prepare a strike.


    Strange, to face so many hostile mages without the least fear for what they might cast at him.


    This was the confidence Ruslan had always felt. The thought brought a cold shiver of dismay; while Kiran might pretend Ruslan’s arrogance, he never wanted to succumb to it.


    Ruslan had never feared for nathahlen friends as Kiran did for Dev, Cara, and Melly. That was the difference Kiran must ensure he never lost. What was happening at the camp? Please be careful, Kiran willed Dev, even knowing Dev couldn’t hear him.


    “Martennan always insisted that you were no liar,” Varellian said. “But if what I hear from our embassy in Ninavel is true, you have ruined him as thoroughly as you have our border wards.”


    Real grief lay in her voice, though Kiran had the cold feeling she was referring to Marten’s future more than his lost magic. “Ruin was never my purpose. I fought to save lives. Just as I’ll fight to save my friends from you and the rest of the Council, if you force me to it.” That includes Marten, he wanted to say, but caution kept him silent. He didn’t want to provoke the Council into any attempts to move Marten out of Ninavel and beyond Kiran’s reach—or worse, pass sentence on him. “I hope you will instead see reason.”


    “If you want your friends freed, you must surrender to our justice,” Varellian said.


    She had no intention of freeing anyone. Just as he had no intention of surrendering. “I tried that once,” Kiran said, dryly sardonic. “It didn’t work out well for any of us.”


    Distant yells and an actinic blaze of magic disturbed the Alathian night. Dev was making his move. Before Varellian could react, Kiran threw a flashfire charm through the barrier surrounding him. Undergrowth and trees alike exploded into flame.


    Varellian, unhurt behind layers of protective wardings, shouted an order. The circle of mages acted with instant, coordinated efficiency. Power arrowed out of their ikilhias and braided into a lance that stabbed at the dome protecting him.


    The barrier’s fire boiled hotter yet, resisting the attempt. Lightning crackled wild into the air. Kiran grinned; between the angry blaze of the barrier and the smoke from the burning undergrowth, the Alathians would no longer be able to see within the spell they were trying so hard to shatter.


    When they succeeded, they wouldn’t find him waiting. He leaped into the demon realm. The wild glory of the currents was so vivid in comparison to the muddy shadows of the forest that it was like stepping from a dingy alley in Ninavel’s depths straight into the most beautiful of mountain cirques.


    Kiran slid a careful distance along a current in the demon realm, and stepped into the human realm again. Now he stood in quiet darkness beside a giant cinnabar pine, a good half mile away from the inferno he’d just left.


    The tree beside him stretched so high into the sky it seemed as large as one of Ninavel’s towers. If Dev had succeeded at the camp, then he, Cara, and Melly would be racing straight for this pine, guided by a find-me charm keyed with slivers of its bark. Kiran hurried to the very limit of the distance he could manage from the earth-current and strained to sift any hint of human ikilhia from the forest’s shadows.


    Abruptly, his bond to Dev opened wide. Dev was running, vaulting bushes and fallen tree trunks dappled silver by moonlight, his breath tearing in his lungs. I gave the amulet to Cara—got her and Melly’s snapthroat charms off, but fuck, there’s a lot of mages stampeding around—


    Hurry, Kiran begged him. In the distance, lightning still stabbed upward from a vicious red glow. Varellian’s company of mages hadn’t yet broken his barrier to discover him gone, but they would soon.


    Dev shouted to Cara, “Go, I’ll lead them off! You—”


    The sense of him cut off with horrible totality. Kiran bit back a shout of his own, straining along the bond. Nothing. He cursed the Alathians, cursed his own inability to properly cast, cursed everything that kept him from charging to Dev’s aid. The Alathians would be striking to capture, not kill. But nathahlen were so easily hurt—


    New shouts broke the forest’s chorus of night noises, the yells getting closer. Someone was still on the run. Kiran willed the fugitive to run faster, hoping against hope…


    A small shadow that contained a nathahlen’s dim fire crashed through the bushes. “Kiran! Kiran, where are you?”


    “Melly!” Kiran reached for her. She yelped in surprise and leaped back, her ikilhia flaring with fear.


    His eyes; he hadn’t yet learned to make them look human, and Dev must not have had time for explanations. “Melly, it’s Kiran. Not a demon—I promise you, it’s me. Where are Cara and Dev?”


    Melly hung back, still wary. “Cara sent me ahead. She said to wait—”


    Brilliant shafts of light speared between the trees. A trio of mages was fast approaching, their voices twining in determined song.


    “Behind me,” Kiran snapped to Melly. She obeyed, apparently deciding she’d take a demon over the Alathians. He shouted at the oncoming mages, “Stop, or I cast against you! You haven’t the strength to defeat an akheli.”


    The mages’ light fell upon Kiran, and they checked, falling silent. Their hands raised, amulets around their necks glowing bright, they stared at Kiran for a long, startled moment.


    Curse his eyes! If the Alathians realized the truth, he might get Melly away, but he’d never get Dev and Cara.


    “Hold onto my belt,” he ordered Melly. He wanted both his hands free.


    She did as he asked, but whispered fiercely, “Don’t take me away, Kiran. You have to wait.”


    He had no intention of leaving without finding out what had happened to Dev and Cara. He called to the mages, “I’ve no wish to see Melly injured. I’ll surrender to you if you let her and my other friends go free, right here and now.”


    The mages exchanged swift glances. The one in the lead, a scar-faced woman who bore a captain’s braid around the seal of the Council on her uniform, said, “So you did not come alone. Is it Devan na soliin who attacked our camp? We would trade Cara ap Denion and the child for you and him.”


    If they hadn’t captured Dev, where was he? All Kiran sensed through the bond was darkness and silence.


    A far larger form crashed through the undergrowth, though Kiran saw no glimmer of ikilhia. The captain whirled, shouting to her companions.


    A livid orange ember arced out of the forest. Fire exploded up in front of the Alathians. Cara burst out of the trees, running with Dev slung limp over one shoulder and Kiran’s old amulet glowing bright on its chain around her neck.


    Melly shouted to urge Cara on, still gripping Kiran’s belt. Kiran strained forward, stretching his hand to Cara even as darkness bloomed over his sight.


    But the Alathians struck. Their spell stabbed through the flames to envelop Cara, and she had no inner barriers to protect her. She fell, but as she toppled, she flung out her arm in a desperate reach. Her fingers brushed Kiran’s; he caught them, yanked her close enough to snatch at Dev’s dangling arm, and pulled all three friends with him into the demon realm.


    Color exploded over his sight. But while Melly was a dim but healthy spark at his side, Dev’s ikilhia was muffled in a thick weave of Alathian magic, and Cara’s, he could barely sense at all. Kiran reached in haste for the familiar cool silver of Lena’s distant ikilhia, very glad that he’d arranged for Lena and Teo to be waiting at an earth-current in case of injuries.


    A bare instant later, he pulled his human cargo into the barren darkness of a cavern deep beneath the Khalat.


    The cavern wasn’t wholly dark. A ring of lanterns glowed golden around Teo and Lena, and a shining thread of earth-fire was a lifeline in the rock beneath. But the cavern felt so shockingly dead of magic after the demon realm that Kiran nearly crumpled to the stone beside Dev and Cara. His control wavered, his soul on the verge of retreating into the demon realm’s sustaining currents.


    He was dimly aware of Teo and Lena crowding close, opening satchels and pulling out vials and healing charms, while Melly’s voice rose high in a worried babble of questions. Lena bent over Dev and chanted in steady rhythm. Tendrils of magic curled out from her ikilhia to pry at the weave of the spell encasing his.


    The taste of her casting, clear and cool as water from a mountain stream, helped Kiran resist the demon realm’s pull. Teo was saying gently to Melly, “You needn’t fear. Lena is breaking the spell on Dev, and Cara merely needs a replenishment of her body’s energies.” He tapped the charm he’d set on Cara’s chest, which was sending warm veins of power threading throughout her body. “With proper care, they should both recover.”


    Should. Maybe it was foolish to read so much uncertainty into that word, but Kiran couldn’t help worrying. Melly too was biting her lip nervously.


    “When will they wake up?” she asked.


    “I hope it won’t be long,” Teo said. “Afterward, they’ll still need plenty of rest as well as potions to rebalance their humors. I’d prefer that to be in the collegium where we can care for them properly.”


    He was looking at Kiran, apologetic. Kiran regretted more than ever his lack of physical flesh. He could not accompany Dev and Cara to the collegium, high atop the inert rock of the Khalat.


    “Bet you’ll have to sit on Dev to keep him in bed,” Melly said. And then, in wonder, “Oh. Kiran—Kiran, look!”


    She was gaping past the warm circle of lanternlight at the cavern beyond. Past a shelf of rock, a narrow lake stretched away into darkness, its utterly still water a perfect mirror for thousands of blue-green pinpoints of light sprinkled over the cavern roof, outlining every wrinkle and hanging dagger of stone.


    “What are those lights?” Melly asked, hushed. “Are they magic?”


    “No,” Janek’s thin voice said. His ikilhia was a little spark behind Kiran; dim but oddly warm, as all human ikilhias felt to him now.


    Kiran turned. Janek was standing beside a lump of stone that was fluted into improbably delicate patterns. He looked far different from the ragged orphan Kiran remembered. His trousers and sashed tunic were made of finest silk, and charms glittered on his thin wrists. His curls formed a soft halo around a face clean of dirt, his chin raised high and his eyes clear and delighted.


    Janek said to Melly, “The lights are bugs, or so Yashad says. But she calls this the Cave of Stars, which sounds much nicer than the Cave of Bugs.” Abruptly grave, he bowed to Melly, so deeply his curls brushed the stone. “I prayed to every one of the thousand gods for you, and my prayers are answered.”


    Melly yelled in delight and grabbed him up in a hug, heedless of his fine clothes. Janek abandoned formality and clutched her right back, burying his head in her shoulder.


    Teo said softly, “Now that does my heart good to see.”


    It gladdened Kiran as well, though he couldn’t relax until Dev and Cara woke. Lena was still chanting; the spell wrapping Dev’s ikilhia had grown gossamer-thin. Cara’s ikilhia was strengthening under the influence of Teo’s charm, but painfully slowly.


    Kiran focused on Janek again, seeking distraction from the agony of waiting.


    “Janek, are you certain you wish to stay with Yashad?”


    Janek pulled away from Melly. “I am. Kiran, she’s not so awful as you think. She’s been kind to me, and she’s working really hard to fix the city. Not just fix it, but make it a better place for everyone. Look at this cave—nobody but the Zhan-davi had ever seen it, and Yashad’s going to open it to all who want to visit.”


    It would be nice to think Janek’s rosy assessment of Yashad was right, but at Janek’s age Kiran would have insisted Ruslan was equally wonderful. He glanced at Teo in question.


    Teo said, “I don’t say Yashad is any model of virtue, but I’ll grant that she has spurned the Zhan-davi’s nonsense about blood and birthlines. So far as I’ve seen, she’s dealt fairly with all the city’s survivors. Zadikah and Raishal say the same.”


    His mention of Raishal sparked a new thread of hope. “Has Raishal forgiven you?”


    Teo sighed. “She no longer leaves a room the moment I enter it. She even speaks to me on occasion. That’s more than I expected.”


    Janek said, “Matria Trenell offered Teo a place in the collegium. Zadikah wants him to take it. I do, too.” He gazed at Teo, all big-eyed entreaty.


    Melly giggled. “Look at that face, Teo. How can you resist?”


    Teo flapped a hand at Janek. “Stop that. I said I’m considering it.”


    “I hope you’ll stay in Prosul Akheba,” Kiran said. “Janek may need a friend like you.” One who has the morals Yashad lacks, he didn’t say; but from Teo’s thoughtful look at him, he thought Teo heard it just the same.


    Shyly, Janek said to Melly, “I was thinking you could stay, too. With me, I mean. If you wanted. Yashad said she would be glad to adopt you into our house. I know you miss having a family, and…will you be my sister? Please?”


    Teo made a strangled noise that he hastily turned into a cough. Kiran swallowed his own protest, glad Dev wasn’t awake to hear Janek’s plea. He could well imagine Dev’s outrage at the very idea of Yashad adopting Melly. Yet Melly deserved the chance to make her own decision.


    Melly touched Janek’s cheek. “I wish you could be my brother, but I don’t want to live with Yashad. I want to stay with Dev and Cara. They’re my family now.”


    Kiran was deeply relieved. Yet his heart went out to Janek, who looked stricken.


    “I don’t want you to go,” he said to Melly in the gulping voice of someone trying very hard not to burst into sobs.


    “Maybe I don’t have to,” Melly told him. “When Dev and Cara wake up, I’ll ask if they want to live here instead of Ninavel. The Whitefires aren’t so far away. Maybe…”


    Kiran said, apologetic, “Once Dev wakes, he’ll want to return to Ninavel. He intends to search out all the city’s handlers and use the coin and charms we took from Ruslan’s vaults to buy their Tainters. He’ll return those children he can to their families, and for those that haven’t any kin who want them, he’ll set up a new kind of den for them so they can grow up safe.”


    “He should go to Red Dal first,” Melly said. “Ness and Alsa and all my denmates will be feeling so awful without the Taint, and I want them safe. Oh, Kiran…I want to help Dev in Ninavel, but I don’t want to leave Janek, either…” She threw an agonized glance at Janek, who was swiping furtively at his eyes.


    Teo said, “Even if Dev and Cara wish to live in Ninavel, perhaps they’ll let you visit on occasion. I’d be glad to care for you in their stead.”


    “That’s right,” Melly said, brightening. “Kiran can whoosh me here like—” She snapped her fingers and grinned at Janek. “I’ll visit you lots.”


    Teo murmured to Kiran, “You’d best practice saying no, or she’ll be treating you as her personal translocation charm.” He paused. “Dev’s plan to help the city’s children is a good one. What is yours?”


    Kiran still had much he needed to accomplish. Marten and Mikail remained prisoners at the Alathian embassy in Ninavel, and he didn’t intend to leave either of them to the Council’s mercy. But he knew Teo was speaking in larger terms.


    “If I can learn to wield magic as demons do, I hope to do more for the untalented in Ninavel. Cast upon the lake so its water stays fresh and never dries. Help in any other way I can. I have…a lot to make up for.” Ruslan might have been the one to burn cities and murder innocents, but Kiran could not simply wash his hands of responsibility for their deaths.


    Teo said, “I hope you’ll think long and hard on the best way to aid Ninavel. You realize that you can’t simply transmute the confluence and expect all the city’s evils to vanish? There’s a chance for change, but it’ll take work to make it happen. Hard work. Otherwise, Lord Sechaveh and those like him will simply find different ways to maintain their power.”


    Having met Sechaveh, Kiran didn’t doubt it. “At least you admit change is possible. Is that Zadikah’s influence?”


    Teo’s dry smile reappeared. “Yours as well as hers. Do you remember how you insisted that together she and I might find a better path? I’ve seen that Zadikah is trying to change. And I…I am seeking to understand how I might best serve the goddess. I can’t change what waits for me in death, but I can choose how to spend the remaining days of my life.”


    If Teo’s goddess was so cruel as to condemn him to eternal suffering for a single broken promise, Kiran did not think she deserved worship. Not even Ruslan had been so harsh. But he didn’t want to offend Teo by saying so.


    “I hope you won’t turn aside from any chances at happiness,” Kiran said. “You—” His attention was caught by Cara, who stirred, her eyelids fluttering. “Melly, she’s waking!”


    Melly rushed to Cara’s side. Kiran hung back, not wanting to get in Teo’s way. Teo took the charm from Cara’s chest and eased her up to sitting. Her eyes slitted open; Teo lifted a vial to her lips.


    “Here. This will help the headache.”


    “Thank Khalmet for that,” Cara said hoarsely, and downed the vial’s contents. “Teo, you’ve no idea how glad I am to see you instead of a bunch of angry Alathians. But Dev—is he—” She twisted and caught sight of Dev lying still and silent under Lena’s hands. “Oh, gods! We were running when he dropped like a stone. I couldn’t find a wound, couldn’t rouse him, could barely feel a pulse—”


    “I’ve broken the sleep-binding.” Lena patted Dev’s chest. “He’s so stubborn he’ll wake right away, but have a care with him. Especially you, Kiran. No whisking him off to Ninavel, not yet. The demon realm is too hard on even an untalented man’s soulfire. He needs time to recover.”


    “I’ll see he gets that time,” Kiran promised. Dev was stirring, the silent darkness of his mind shifting into groggy confusion. If Kiran’s heart were not as illusory as the rest of his body, it would have leapt for joy. Cara gave Lena a smile as bright as a mountain sunrise.


    “You,” she said to Lena, “are wonderful. You too, Kiran…” She looked around for him.


    Kiran bowed his head to hide the blaze of his eyes. Foolish of him, maybe, but if Cara hadn’t noticed anything odd in those final desperate moments in Alathia, he didn’t want her to realize it just yet. He hated the horrified dismay his transformation had provoked in Dev, Lena, even Teo. He didn’t want to tarnish Cara’s happiness so quickly.


    Cara said, “Melly and I heard the labyrinth was destroyed, but we didn’t know who might’ve died with it. When Dev showed up alive in that camp, I could barely breathe for thanking the gods—and when he said you were waiting for us, Kiran…I tell you, I owe Khalmet one hell of an offering.”


    Dev mumbled something slurred. Cara bent to him and eased his head onto her lap. Melly hovered over them, bouncing from foot to foot with eager impatience.


    Dev’s eyes opened. He blinked at Cara, then Melly, and the delight dawning in his mind outshone the glory of the demon realm. Cara pulled Dev up into her arms, and Melly hugged them both, already chattering away.


    Kiran wanted nothing more than to join them. Instead, he retreated a few reluctant steps and clamped down on his bond to Dev, withdrawing as much as he could.


    He muttered to Lena, “The best way to make sure Dev stays resting in the collegium is for me to leave so he must wait for me.” Best of all would be for Kiran to leave before Dev could start arguing otherwise. No matter how Kiran’s heart cried out against leaving.


    “Tell Dev…” He looked at Dev, who was wrapped in Cara’s arms, listening with Teo and Janek to an excited Melly relating the tale of her assault on the gate chamber. “Tell him I must go to Ninavel to check on Marten. The mages who struck down Cara saw my eyes and unshielded ikilhia.” Dev would understand the implications. When Varellian heard the mages’ report, she would guess the truth of Kiran’s nature. She could be sending a message right now to the Alathian ambassador in Ninavel, ordering that Marten and Mikail be moved out of Kiran’s reach.


    Lena looked at him, grave. “Marten is not the only reason you’re hurrying off to the embassy.”


    She saw to the heart of him, as she always had. “No,” Kiran admitted. “Mikail…I can’t leave him to the Council.”


    “I won’t argue, much as I might wish to,” Lena said. “I will ask you to consider carefully what you choose. Mikail’s magic may be gone, but magic is not the only way a man can hurt people.”


    “I know,” Kiran said, sorrow welling deep.


    Lena said, “If Marten is conscious, assure him that I will not let him face the Council’s judgment alone.”


    “What? You can’t—Lena, I know how you feel about duty and honor, but returning to Alathia is no better than suicide. The Council will be looking for someone to punish for their wards’ destruction. They won’t listen to you. They’ll only condemn you.”


    “Marten has been my friend far longer than he has been my commanding officer. When I left Alathia knowing he would face the Council without my aid, it was one of the darkest days of my life. I will not abandon him again.”


    “I’m not asking you to,” Kiran said. “You don’t have to fear for Marten. I’ll offer him my help—rescue if he wants it, or anything else he should ask of me. But I know one thing he would never want: for you to be mindburned or executed.”


    Lena looked away. “This isn’t only about Marten. He would understand as you do not: I’ve dedicated my life to my country. I can’t just walk away from that.”


    That might be true, but remembering what he’d seen of Lena’s mind when they broke Ruslan’s compulsion, Kiran suspected a deeper truth behind her protest. Like him, she hadn’t been able to think past defeating Ruslan. She wasn’t sure what to do with her new-found freedom, and so she fell back on familiar paths. But if he could suggest a new one…


    “Lena. You can’t help Alathia anymore; the Council won’t let you. But Ninavel, you can. Teo was telling me I should work to help the city change, but I’m not certain what to do. I don’t know anything about a better way to live, or how a city could create that better way. You do. And wouldn’t a better Ninavel be a safer neighbor for Alathia?”


    Lena was silent, looking out over the blue-starred mirror of the lake. She didn’t appear entirely convinced, but the thoughtful crease between her brows said she wasn’t rejecting his words out of hand.


    Hey. What’s going on? Dev was squinting past Melly at them. His thoughts remained sluggish, but he was pushing to see more of Kiran’s mind, confused as to why Kiran had retreated rather than sharing in the joy of reunion.


    I’m trying to convince Lena to help me in Ninavel instead of giving herself up to the Council. No, don’t start yelling about how awful the Council is—that won’t help. She needs time to consider.


    Dev said, Well, Cara and I will back you up. We’ll tell Lena just how badly you could do with her help.


    He wasn’t thinking of Ninavel. He was thinking of Kiran himself, trapped in the demon realm without a body.


    Kiran bridled at that. The demon realm was no prison. He missed his physical body, sometimes very badly. But there was also relief in knowing no human enemy could touch him, that he need never fear another mage like Ruslan or Simon might enslave him.


    Lena broke her silence. “Working to improve conditions in Ninavel is certainly a worthwhile goal, if a rather daunting one. I’d like to help you, Kiran. But first, promise me you will ask Marten if my testifying to the Council would help him, and that you will relay the truth of his answer to me even if he asks you to conceal it. Can you do this?”


    She drove a hard bargain. He didn’t want any chance Lena would suffer at the Council’s hands. Yet he had to respect her decisions, even when he disagreed with them.


    Reluctantly, he nodded.


    Lena’s smile held more pain than Cara’s, but it was warm nonetheless. “Then go, but don’t stay away too long. It doesn’t matter what you are, Kiran. None of us cares for you any less.”


    


    



    [bookmark: _Toc432273051]Chapter Thirty-Four


    


    (Kiran)


    


    When Kiran stepped from the Cave of Stars into the demon realm, he found the scarred demon waiting for him. Hastily, Kiran constricted his senses so the myriad tastes and mesmerizing patterns of the currents wouldn’t distract him. His vision settled; the currents became crystalline dunes glimmering with a thousand subtle colors, and the demon took on its familiar shape, pale limbs and black braids and coldly beautiful features marked by the inky blotch of its scar. At the same time, Kiran sensed the indigo well of its soul, the taste of it sharp and sweet and rich all at once—and shot through with a black absence that mirrored the scar on the demon’s brow. Kiran had learned that the unique taste of a soul was how demons identified each other, rarely bothering with names.


    The demon said, You waste so much effort worrying over your ratling friends, when it is the children of fire you should be preparing to meet. I told the madrek-zal you should be given time to adjust to your birth, just as we once needed, but that time is drawing to a close.


    I know, Kiran said. I will face the madrek-zal, but I need a little longer yet. Did you bring what you promised?


    The demon tossed him a braided bracelet of greenish metal that contained a thread of dissonant magic. Do not humans give gifts to mark a parting? Consider this as such; it may be long before we meet again.


    What? You’re leaving? Going where? Kiran had assumed that when he finally faced the madrek-zal, the scarred demon would accompany him.


    I go to seek Ashkiza, the demon said. She should hear the full tale of her labyrinth’s destruction—and of your birth.


    That only heightened Kiran’s dismay. He could not imagine Ashkiza would be pleased to hear that her greatest creation had been destroyed. By a human, no less.


    You do not yet understand us, the demon said. Better her tool’s destruction than her edict broken. She will be fascinated to know of you. She once tried to change a ratling into a child of fire. This Denarell of Parthus you’ve spoken of—but her attempt failed, and he burned.


    Kiran wondered if the Council knew how Alathia’s founder had died. One thing, at least, was now clear. You’re still hoping for a kin-bond with Ashkiza.


    Perhaps, the demon said with a ripple of amusement. I must find her first, and that will not be easy. She walks realms I have never dared to travel. You’ll have time before we return, little cousin. Tell the madrek-zal you await Ashkiza’s judgment. That will give them pause.


    Before Kiran could frame another question, the demon hurtled away from him, as swift and brilliant as a shooting star, and vanished into the currents beyond the reach of Kiran’s senses.


    Beautiful as the demon realm was, it had never felt lonelier. Kiran took firm hold of his courage. He had defeated Ruslan. He could handle the madrek-zal. And he wasn’t alone. Dev, Lena, Cara, Teo, all of them would help him in this if he asked.


    But first, he had others to help. Kiran touched the cold magic within the braided metal of the ancient charm, a relic from the days demons had walked human lands. The spell was exactly what the demon had promised: an echo of the glacial prison the ssarez-kai had plunged him within to protect his partially human ikilhia from fraying away in the demon realm’s currents. Such a spell wasn’t enough to preserve the ikilhia of an ordinary mage, but for one like Marten or Mikail whose ikilhia had been reduced to a ragged flicker—with this charm, he could carry one of them through the demon realm. But only one, and only once…until he could learn how to create such a spell on his own.


    If Marten wished rescue, the choice would be easy. If Marten did not…Kiran sifted the lingering tracery of Ruslan’s memories within his soul, looking for the day Ruslan had taken a boy from a land of ice.


    


    * * *


    


    Marten might be under arrest, but the Alathian ambassador wasn’t being at all cruel about it. When Kiran crossed from the demon realm into the embassy, he found a wan but awake Marten lying in a comfortable bed within a clean, airy room.


    The room was heavily warded, but empty of other mages. Kiran had taken care to choose a moment when the ambassador and his lieutenants had left the embassy. Only two other Alathians remained within the embassy’s walls, and they both stood guard over Mikail’s dim ember of ikilhia in a distant chamber so small Kiran suspected it had once been a closet. Nothing like Marten’s spacious quarters, adorned with paintings of verdant Alathian hillsides, the sun’s glare softened by a gauzy veil of mist-pale silk over the unshuttered window.


    Gaping at Kiran, Marten struggled upright amid a pile of pillows. “Twin gods above! Kiran, your eyes—is that—are you—”


    It was perversely satisfying and yet a little alarming to see the ordinarily smooth-tongued Marten reduced to stammering surprise. But Marten listened to Kiran’s terse explanation with a keen attention that reassured Kiran his mind was fully intact despite the evidence of his injuries. Much of his skin remained raw and mottled, and his right temple was still swollen. The hair regrowing on that side of his head was pure white.


    Marten said, “Now I understand why Ambassador Ponallan has been rushing around trying to secure supplies and arrange transport out of Ninavel. Not fast enough, it would seem. I assume you’re here for Mikail.”


    “For you, too,” Kiran said. “Marten, whatever has passed between us, I don’t want you punished for helping me against Ruslan. If you wish it, I’ll take you to Lena, here and now. I have a charm that would protect you from the currents.”


    “No.” Marten’s black eyes narrowed. “This time, I hope you’ll listen to my refusal.”


    “You needn’t worry,” Kiran said. “I’m considering my actions more carefully these days.”


    “I hope so, with the power you’ve gained.” A slanted smile pulled at Marten’s mouth. “But you are no longer the youth I met this spring, so full of grief and rebellion and yearning that it was easy for me to prod you onto a course of my choosing. Now, you stand firm on your own path. I find I’m glad to see that even if the Council is not. You must know you have my deepest gratitude for saving Alathia from Ruslan.” He hesitated. “Kiran…I’ve never apologized for what I did to you.”


    “I know why you haven’t,” Kiran said. “You would betray me again in a heartbeat if you believed it necessary for your country.”


    “Ouch.” Marten slumped ruefully onto the pillows. “I prefer to think that I too will choose my course with more care in the future. Lena certainly had much to say on that subject, and a good captain listens when his most trusted lieutenant takes him to task.” Pain flashed through his eyes like bitter lightning; he was surely thinking that he would never again be a Watch officer, secure in his magic with Lena steadfast at his side.


    Marten took a breath, and the pain vanished, replaced by simple concern. “Lena is safe, I trust?”


    “Yes, but she’s afraid for you. She wants me to ask you if her testimony would help you.”


    “No!” Marten jolted back up out of his slouch. “With my magic gone, the Council will consider me far less of a threat. But Lena—her, they will fear. Especially if they learn how much she cares for you.”


    In that moment, Kiran hated the Council as much as he ever had Ruslan. How could they look at Lena and see her compassion and empathy as anything but strengths to be celebrated?


    “I care for her, too,” he said to Marten.


    “I know,” Marten said. “So tell her she must stay away, hard as that will be for her. Even without my magic, I retain my wits as well as certain friends in Tamanath. Tell Lena to trust me as I have her. I refuse to give her any words of farewell, because I am certain she and I will meet again.”


    Marten couldn’t be as confident as he sounded. He was so good with masks; but with Talmaddis dead and Lena exiled, whom did he have left who was capable of seeing behind them? Another pang of sympathy struck Kiran.


    “I’ll continue to check on you while you remain in my reach,” he told Marten. “Should you change your mind about leaving, you have only to tell me. Either way…I wish you well.”


    Marten chuckled. “Now those must be words you never imagined you’d say.” He hesitated, his amusement falling away. “I expect no argument I could make will dissuade you from taking Mikail. I only beg you to treat his guards gently. They don’t deserve harm.”


    Mikail. Kiran dreaded facing his mage-brother, but delaying wouldn’t make the confrontation any easier. Stealing Mikail from the embassy, however, would be no problem at all.


    Kiran smiled wryly at Marten. “You’re still thinking of me as a blood mage, but now I am a child of fire. I don’t need to hurt the guards to take Mikail. Nor do they have the least chance of stopping me.”


    He took one quick step into the demon realm, and another that brought him into the bare little closet of Mikail’s cell. Two uniformed mages jerked back from him in surprise, while an even more shocked Mikail scrabbled up on his elbows on a rough cot.


    Before the guard mages could cast, Kiran grabbed Mikail’s wrist, shoved the braided loop of metal over it, and yanked his mage-brother into the demon realm.


    The demon’s spell enclosed Mikail in a thick, icy weave, protecting the raw little ember of his ikilhia. But Mikail’s panic was so strong that it seeped through to stain the currents.


    What do you want of me, demon? Do you take my mage-brother’s shape to taunt me?


    Mikail, it’s me. Kiran. He reached a careful tendril of his ikilhia through the spell to touch his mage-brother’s mind, wincing at Mikail’s utter lack of barriers. It was gut-wrenching to see his mage-brother so defenseless, his ikilhia dimmer even than Marten’s.


    Shock blasted out of Mikail. It is you. You killed Ruslan and survived, and now…did you bring me here to kill me?


    I never wanted you dead, Kiran said. It’s why I asked the demon to take you. I thought it the only way you would survive Ruslan’s death—to go where your mark-bond was blocked. That wasn’t the only reason. He had known he must remove his mage-brother’s power. But both reasons were true.


    You think this is better? Mikail’s thought was dark with anguish. My magic is gone, Kiran. The Alathians say I will never cast again. They gloat about it. See the blood mage brought low, weak as any nathahlen…before you came, I’d hoped they would be the ones to end this misery. But all they did was talk, and poke and prod at me, and talk some more. So weak they can’t even bring themselves to kill an enemy.


    Would you prefer torture, as you did to Dev? Kiran thrust the memory of Dev’s agony at Mikail. If you want death, he would happily give it to you.


    Mikail flinched. But you won’t? Why, Kiran?


    How can you ask that? Kiran poured into Mikail all his childhood memories of solace and protection. You are my brother. More—you didn’t kill Dev in Simon’s meadow. You didn’t kill me in Ruslan’s workroom. For that and every other time you tried to protect me, I’m giving you a second chance.


    A second chance? Mikail repeated, incredulous. Ah, brother. I never could understand how you hated Ruslan when he loved you so fiercely. But at last…at last, I understand.


    You do?


    What was it you shouted at me before you first ran? ‘He is a monster, Mikail, because he acts according to his will without a second thought for what anyone else feels.’ You hated him because he took away all your choices and forced you to live in a way utterly foreign to your nature. Isn’t that so?


    Kiran couldn’t answer. Mikail went on as if he had. You always claimed you and he were opposites, but even then I saw it wasn’t true. You’re exactly like him, Kiran. More his successor than I could ever be. The only difference is that he was more honest about his arrogance than you.


    You’re wrong! But Kiran couldn’t hide how deep Mikail’s accusation cut.


    Am I? You claim you wanted to save me. Yet you tore my magic from me with no thought that I would rather die than live so crippled. Even now, you want to force me to keep on living this pathetic half life, while you revel in power such as Ruslan never dreamed, and all the while you tell yourself it’s because you care—


    Stop it. The currents around Kiran boiled with the force of his anger and denial. Marten lost his magic as you did, but he doesn’t wallow in self-pity.


    Martennan didn’t lose his entire family along with his magic, and doesn’t have to live with the knowledge it was his own mage-brother who killed them!


    Propelled by the rising intensity of Kiran’s emotions, the currents ate ever deeper into the spellwork around Mikail. All at once, Kiran understood—this was what the scarred demon had meant about wielding the currents by instinct. All the calm, cold control that Ruslan had taught him did nothing in the demon realm, because here it was emotion that forged the link between ikilhia and magic.


    The realization broke him free of anger. Had he not promised Teo, Lena, even Marten that he would act with care? Yet here he was, so terrified of becoming what he hated that he’d let Mikail goad him into nearly destroying his mage-brother’s protection. Only a thin scrim of spellwork remained. Already, Mikail was gasping with agony. He was trying to embrace the pain and welcome death, but beneath that, he was terrified, lost.


    Kiran hastily reached for the human realm. He had learned to use earth-currents themselves as anchors for the crossing; each one tasted different, as unique as a mage’s ikilhia.


    This current tasted of snow and cold and musk. Kiran yanked Mikail out of the demon realm and into a snowy expanse surrounded by low hills of black, craggy rock. A sledge stood nearby, piled with furs. In the distance, a great herd of antlered, long-legged animals milled across the snow.


    Mikail toppled into the snow and leaped up with a startled yell. He was already shivering, goosebumps stippling the skin of his bare arms. He wore only a loose cotton shirt and trousers.


    “Here.” Kiran tossed him furs and a pair of boots from the sledge.


    “What is this?” Mikail demanded. “You don’t wish to kill me yourself, so you’ll freeze me to death?” For all his stated eagerness for death, Kiran noted he was quick to shove on the boots and wrap himself in a fur.


    “You don’t recognize where you are? You’ve been here before,” Kiran said.


    Mikail’s brow furrowed. He looked around again, more slowly. Anguish crossed his face, sudden and sharp. “How did you know? Ah—Dev told you, didn’t he, and you’ve brought me back to where I should have died as a child. How inventive, Kiran. Ruslan would be proud.”


    Kiran said, “It wasn’t Dev, Mikail. When Ruslan and I were dying, I saw his memories—I saw where and how he took you as a child. Did you never stop to consider why he came to you when he did?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “He ordered those warriors to attack your clan. To steal you and your brother and the other children, tell you that your parents and all your kin were dead, and kill your brother on the ice. All so you’d see him as a savior. So you’d bond with me the way he wanted.”


    “You’re lying.” Mikail had gone sallow.


    “I’m not. You’ll see.”


    Riders were approaching from the herd. Their mounts’ antlers were wrapped in colorful ribbons; the riders themselves wore thick furs, brown and tan and sable-tipped. Only their faces were visible: broad-cheeked and weathered, with almond-shaped eyes of slate gray or moss green. Wisps of pale hair poked from under the thick ruffs of their hoods.


    Mikail watched them come in stubborn silence. But when the lead rider swung down—a woman, middle-aged, with a careworn but proud face—he backed a step.


    “Do you recognize her?” Kiran asked.


    Mikail shook his head. Not in negation, but disbelief.


    The woman was staring at Mikail. She shut her eyes, her breathing quickening; then her shoulders firmed and she strode up to Kiran.


    She pointed at Mikail. “Ikkisho alva qida utkagi?”


    The language was far different than any Kiran knew, but the woman was nathahlen, lacking in all mental barriers. Easy enough to touch her thoughts and see her meaning: Is this the man you told me of?


    He spoke directly into her mind so she would see the meaning behind his own foreign words. Yes. This is the son who was stolen from you.


    The woman took a step toward Mikail. Her eyes searched his face. Like a glacier melting in the sun, her reserve cracked to reveal pain and wondering hope so bright that Kiran could hardly bear to watch.


    “Minuq?”


    It was Mikail’s birth name. Kiran had seen in Ruslan’s memories that Mikail himself had begged Ruslan to give him a new name. He’d wanted to forget; to bury his pain.


    The woman reached a hesitant hand to Mikail.


    Mikail recoiled. “No. No. This can’t be.”


    “It can,” Kiran said. “She’s your mother, Mikail. She survived the warriors’ attack, and afterward, Ruslan never bothered to kill her. He already had what he wanted. You.”


    Mikail’s mother spoke another phrase and eased closer. Mikail stood rigid, breathing like an animal in a snare. She touched his face, gently. He shut his eyes, but not before Kiran saw the glitter of tears. He spun away, one hand outflung in rejection.


    Kiran spoke again to Mikail’s mother. It’s as I warned you. He’s been much hurt in mind and spirit. Recovery will be long and not easy. He needs compassion. Can you give it to him?


    Her eyes, gray as Mikail’s, flashed like sun glinting off a glacier. “We are the people of the ice, but our hearts are not frozen. I have twenty years’ worth of compassion that could not be given because my sons were gone from me. Now I will thaw his pain.”


    “Minuq,” she said again, the tone both commanding and gentle.


    Mikail turned. He stammered out a halting set of words, stumbling over the consonants. Kiran caught the meaning from his mother’s mind: I know you, but I do not. Too long…I am a stranger.


    “You are no stranger.” Mikail’s mother took his hands. “To you we are a dream, forgotten and strange. But we are your kin, and you are in need of healing. Come, and we will show you who you were, so you may decide who you are.”


    Mikail pulled free and said bitterly to Kiran, “Do you choose for me the fate you wish you had? This is foolishness, Kiran. The child I was…I barely remember. I can’t—can’t live with these people.”


    “Better them than the Alathians, surely?” Kiran said. “Try, Mikail. If you can’t, I set no bindings on you. You can leave if you wish.”


    “As if I’d get anywhere in all this snow and ice without magic to warm me or speed my travel. Why not be honest? This is nothing but another prison.” Yet a flush darkened Mikail’s cheeks and he wouldn’t meet Kiran’s eyes.


    Kiran sighed. “Think of it how you wish, brother.” He turned to Mikail’s mother.


    You are certain you wish to take him into your care?


    She gave him another fierce look. “Do you think us so incapable? No. He is hurt, I see it, his heart is hard…but he is my son. If you had children of your own, you would understand.”


    Kiran bent his head. That had never been a path open to him. He took a last look at Mikail, who met his gaze, his gray eyes still mutinous.


    Severing this final tie to his mage-family felt like slicing off a piece of his soul. Yet the storm that had raged in his heart for so long had finally broken. Grief still ran hot through his ikilhia, but the pain felt…clean. As if a festering wound had been lanced and might one day heal.


    “Farewell, brother,” Kiran said, lifting a hand. Mikail’s jaw clenched; he made no sign in return.


    Kiran crossed into the demon realm, feeling as if he took the first step onto a wholly unfamiliar trail. He’d never been so grateful for his bond to Dev. The very existence of the link was a silent promise that he didn’t have to travel his new path alone.


    With a cold jolt, he remembered that he had promised Cara he would sever the bond once Ruslan was defeated. The very idea made the currents roil wild around him.


    Kiran forced himself into calm. He would talk to Cara. Maybe she would agree to let him keep the bond a little longer. He knew Dev had no desire to break it. He didn’t want to cause another argument between Dev and Cara, but this was too important a matter to dodge or dismiss.


    But neither did he want to rush into a discussion. First, he would bring Lena news of Marten, and take Dev and Cara home. Kiran stepped into the silent, starry darkness of the cave beneath the Khalat, and reached for Dev’s mind.


    Have you recovered enough to go to Ninavel?


    A sunburst of relief and welcome exploded along the bond. Thought you would never come back and ask.


    


    * * *


    


    Some hours later, Kiran took Dev and Cara from the demon realm into a bedroom with a spectacular view of Ninavel’s moonlit towers backed by the familiar serrated skyline of the Whitefires. The city’s soaring spires appeared as beautiful and deceptively serene as ever, with colored magelights sparkling in their windows like a rainbow of jewels. Magelights were such simple charms they didn’t require the aid of a confluence to make, though Kiran had to wonder if they’d be used so profligately in the future. He rather suspected the reality of the change hadn’t yet sunk in for many of the merchant houses. Or even for the city’s mages.


    Cara eyed the wardlines surrounding the unshuttered window. “I hope this isn’t Ruslan’s house.”


    “Hell no,” Dev assured her. “I plan to never walk those halls again. I rented this place back when we were planning your rescue. You wouldn’t believe how much coin and charms Ruslan had stashed away in his vaults.” He squinted at the books piled against the walls. “I don’t remember the house being buried in books, though. Kiran, what…?”


    “I moved Ruslan’s library here. Better for us to have his books than for Sechaveh’s mages to take them.” During the time Kiran had spent waiting for the Alathian ambassador to leave Marten alone in the embassy, he’d seen mages wearing Sechaveh’s scorpion crest come to Ruslan’s house, hunting answers. They hadn’t yet been able to break through the remnants of Ruslan’s wards to get inside, but he didn’t want to count on that continuing. “I’m sorry I didn’t have the chance to put away the books properly.”


    Dev slanted him a glance. “Thank Khalmet you didn’t bother. You took long enough to come back as it was.”


    He hadn’t been pleased to hear that Kiran had freed Mikail. Yet he hadn’t voiced his blaze of outrage and incredulity, and Kiran had pretended not to sense it. They’d both learned that such pretenses were occasionally necessary to keep the intimacy of the bond from rubbing too raw.


    Cara swatted Dev’s shoulder. “Quit grumbling. Lena and Teo wouldn’t have let you leave the healers’ tower any earlier than they did.”


    “Healers are all alike,” Dev said. “Way too cautious. I just wish we hadn’t left Melly. I know it’s only a few days, but you should’ve seen how fast I could get into trouble at her age.”


    “Fewer chances for trouble in Prosul Akheba than here,” Cara said. “You know she’d never agree to sit safely behind wards while you run around bargaining with handlers and ganglords. Better for her to enjoy a few extra days with Janek while we sort out your Tainters.”


    “Melly’s not going to change her mind about staying with you,” Kiran said, answering the true fear plain in Dev’s mind. “And Cara’s right; she’s safer in Prosul Akheba.” Ninavel remained in a kind of muted chaos, as the more adaptable of its residents scrambled to carve out new positions of advantage, while others tried desperately to cling to their old ways of life.


    Kiran wished it had been possible to bring Lena through the demon realm. Even casting to speed her travel, she’d need a week or more to cover the long miles between Prosul Akheba and Ninavel.


    Now who’s fretting over nothing? Dev said, amused. Have you forgotten you can zip through the demon realm to see her whenever you like?


    Only if she’s near an earth-current. Once, that would’ve been true for almost the entire trade route between Ninavel and Prosul Akheba. But the confluence’s transmutation had affected far more than just Ninavel’s environs. Currents remained, but their flows were shifted, altered. Kiran would have to make new maps of earth-forces to replace the ones Ruslan had long ago drawn.


    Cara surveyed the room’s single furnishing: a broad, sturdily built bed with a feather-stuffed mattress and sheets of dark silk. “There’s a welcome sight after sleeping on hard Varkevian cots.”


    “I’ll admit the delights of a proper bed.” Dev slumped face-down onto the sheets. “I should go talk to handlers. But gods, if I could just have an hour’s rest…”


    “You should rest,” Kiran agreed. Lena had warned him that Dev in particular still needed sleep. He’s much improved, but he was too busy worrying over your absence and making plans for Ninavel to rest properly in the Khalat, she’d said. Travel through the demon realm will only exacerbate his exhaustion. “Any negotiations you make would be better served with a sharp mind, not one blurred by tiredness.”


    “Says the mage who used to happily run himself straight into the ground,” Dev said, muffled by a pillow. “Do you even need to sleep now? If not, that must be nice.”


    Kiran was surprised. Usually Dev avoided any mention of Kiran’s transformation except as it applied to matters like their planned rescue. As if by pretending Kiran was still human, he could make it true.


    Maybe at first Kiran had wanted that pretense. But now, what he wanted was truth between them. He was no longer human. Both he and Dev must stop cringing from that.


    Quietly, Kiran said, “I don’t sleep anymore. But there are times when I clear my thoughts and rest.” The scarred demon had showed him how to drift in the currents and open himself to their fire until time dissolved and all was pure sensation. It was strangely peaceful.


    “But you don’t dream.” Dev had followed some of Kiran’s thought.


    “No,” Kiran said.


    Cara settled on the bed beside Dev. She looked up at Kiran, and her mouth quirked. “From what I saw of your nightmares in the Whitefires, I’m thinking that’s a good thing.”


    “Definitely.” Kiran didn’t miss his dreams at all.


    Cara nodded. Kiran knew she’d been dismayed by his change; she hadn’t been able to hide her stricken sorrow when she greeted him upon his return to the Khalat. But all she’d said to him was, I don’t care what you are. I’m just glad you came back to us. Now she touched Dev’s shoulder and said, “Kiran has the right of it. Rest first, make deals later. You deserve a good sleep.” She began rubbing Dev’s back in long, slow strokes. He groaned, tension easing from his splayed limbs.


    Kiran turned aside. He might not miss dreams, but the simple comfort of touch—that, he still missed terribly. “I should go. If I’m to learn how to cast again, I’ll need practice.” He had not forgotten the scarred demon’s warning that the madrek-zal would soon descend upon him, eager to examine the new addition to their realm. He did not want to meet them defenseless.


    “Wait.” Cara halted her massage. “Kiran. You don’t have to run off. Even if you can’t sleep, can you rest with us for a while?”


    It wasn’t at all restful to stay in Ninavel, where threads thin as spidersilk were all that remained of the confluence. Kiran was constantly fighting the pull of the demon realm.


    Dev turned his head. One green eye peered at Kiran through a thatch of dark hair, and wistful entreaty crept down the bond. Stay. Please? For once, I’d like to go to sleep knowing exactly where you and Cara are, and that you’re all right.


    He couldn’t feel warmth from touch, but the warmth that spread through him from Dev’s words was so deep it was akin to pain.


    “I’ll stay a little longer.” Careful to move human-slowly, he sat on the bed’s edge.


    “Good.” Dev relaxed. Cara gave Kiran a grateful glance and curled beside Dev, her head propped up on one hand. She traced gentle fingers down Dev’s back.


    Tentatively, Kiran laid a hand on Dev’s shoulder. His fingers might be illusion, unable to feel as his real flesh once had, but contact did still enhance the bond between them. Dev was more than half asleep already, exhaustion a thick blanket pressing him down. Yet he was reveling in Kiran’s and Cara’s presence, and the knowledge that for one blessed interval he need not fear for them. The weight he’d carried for so long lifted at last, leaving him so light he might fly higher than he ever had when Tainted…


    Dev’s breathing deepened into snores.


    Cara said softly to Kiran, “He loves you, you know. No matter what you’ve become.”


    “I do know.” Impossible to miss, thanks to the bond, and Dev must know his own depth of feeling. Yet beyond love, he’d seen Dev’s fear for him, mirrored by his own. He’d once dreamed of freedom. Now it felt both dizzying and perilous. So many paths he might take…and how could he trust his instincts, changed as he was?


    One instinct he did trust. He said to Cara, “I may have changed, but one thing hasn’t and never will. I would give anything to keep Dev safe, and you with him.”


    Cara’s smile was bright. “Maybe I don’t yet know you as well as Dev does, but that I do know, and I love you for it. You saved him from Ruslan—and that’s not all I’m grateful for. I thank Khalmet every day that he took that job to guide you.”


    Kiran couldn’t see why. “If Dev hadn’t taken the job, he’d never have come to Ruslan’s attention in the first place. You and Melly would never have been in danger, and—”


    “Oh, stop it.” Cara sat up, her pale eyes gaining a tinge of exasperation. “Sure, it wasn’t all sweets and roses, not by half. But you didn’t know Dev before. Even with Sethan, he always kept a certain distance, like he was afraid Sethan would turn his back on him if he found out too much. The rest of us, he wouldn’t let within arm’s length. Oh, he’d laugh, and joke, and boast, but get the least bit personal, and he’d use that sharp tongue of his to make you regret it. Jylla was the only one he trusted. When she destroyed that trust, believe me, it could’ve gone a whole other way. He could’ve shut everyone out, for good—I think that’s what he wanted to do. But then, there was you, and he couldn’t. You got inside that barrier of his. Enough for him to let me in too, and now I’ve hope he’ll see that he doesn’t have to keep friends forever at a distance for fear they’ll hurt him—”


    She broke off with a snort. “Gods, listen to me babble. But I mean it, Kiran. It’s been one hell of a season, and I don’t say I’ve no regrets, but in this, I swear to the marrow of my bones: Dev’s better off for having met you.”


    Maybe; though the debt ran far deeper the other way around. But if Cara really thought so…Kiran summoned his courage. “In the temple, I promised you that once we defeated Ruslan, I’d sever my bond to Dev. I’ll be honest—I don’t want to sever it, and neither does he.” Kiran hesitated, trying to find words to explain the depth of his need; his certainty that the bond would keep him from sliding into the arrogance of which Mikail had accused him.


    Cara spoke before he could marshal a proper plea. “I’ll be honest, too. When I asked you for that promise, I was afraid. Of what the Taint might do to Dev, and…well, of you. But I’m not afraid anymore.” She gave him a rueful grin. “Maybe a little jealous. Many’s the time I wished I knew what Dev was thinking. Although plenty of other times I’ve been glad he didn’t know my thoughts.”


    Looking at her body nestled against Dev’s, Kiran was more than a little jealous; but that pain was small compared to the force of his relief. He smoothed his hand over Dev’s back. Dev was dreaming now. Something about an icy, overhanging cliff Kiran would’ve shuddered to attempt, but in the dream, Dev was happy. Deeply, joyously so.


    Answering joy leaped in Kiran. He smiled at Cara. “Ever since Dev woke in the Cave of Stars to find you and Melly at his side, he’s been the happiest I’ve ever felt him.” He stood. “I really should go.” On impulse, he bowed to Cara as he might have to Lizaveta, his arms crossed and extended at the wrist. “Thank you. For everything. If you should ever want anything that I could give…”


    “I do want something,” Cara said. “Dev says you don’t think you can ever leave the demon realm and really be here again. I ask that you don’t give up on the idea. Maybe it feels impossible to you, but every outrider knows that ‘impossible’ is just another word for ‘not yet climbed.’”


    Kiran couldn’t help a chuckle. “Nothing daunts you and Dev, does it? Don’t worry. You’ve certainly given me new motivation.” If all he could have was the bond, that was enough. But if he could have more…


    All the more reason he should practice casting.


    
      

      [bookmark: _Toc432273052]Chapter Thirty-Five

    


    


    (Dev)


    


    It felt like centuries since I last dropped through the window of Red Dal’s den, not a mere handful of months. The weight of all I’d seen and done in that time made my last visit seem some faint, misty dream; a glimpse of a life that I hardly remembered. Yet everything within the den was achingly familiar: the brightly painted walls, the toys scattered over the floor, the gaggle of kids shrieking in excited welcome. It wasn’t me they ran to greet but Melly, as she swung through the window to land at my side.


    “Melly, you’re alive!”


    “How’d you get away from the blood mage?”


    “Red Dal said you weren’t coming back!”


    As they piled on Melly like kitfox cubs, I ran through the habitual tally: Jeran, Alsa, Tamin, Porry, Jek, Kuril, Ness…thank Khalmet, none were missing, killed on jobs gone wrong.


    Melly had her arms around as many of her denmates as she could reach. “Missed you brats. Yeah, even you, Porry. And I’ve got the best tale to tell.”


    Ness, slim and dark and oldest after Melly, pulled out of the hug. “None of us can lift anymore. Can you?”


    Oh gods, the desperate undertone to that question. Ness wasn’t the only child whose face was strained and hollow-cheeked beneath the flush of excitement. Even the youngest, sturdy little Tamin, froze into stillness waiting for Melly’s answer.


    Melly shut her eyes, and the regret and sorrow printed sharp on her features made her look suddenly, terribly adult. “Nobody can lift anymore. It’s awful, I know, but Dev’s got some good news.”


    “I’d certainly like to hear something good.” Liana, the den minder, stood up from a cushioned chair in the far corner of the room. She’d been rocking a little boy I didn’t know, a chubby brown toddler who clutched Liana’s neck and stared at me with wide, nervous eyes. After losing Melly to Ruslan, and the boss Tainter before her to a Change, Red Dal must’ve been eager to secure new Tainters to train.


    Liana looked like she hadn’t slept in days. Her reddened eyes were glassy with exhaustion, her curls lank, and her round face scored with deep lines of worry. She knew far better than the kids what the loss of the Taint could mean for them. She must be scared for herself, too; she’d never known life outside the den. She and I had been Tainters here together, but Red Dal had kept Liana when she Changed. The canny bastard had wanted a minder who was certain to be loyal to him.


    Every child had turned to me like hopeful flowers seeking sun. I spoke directly to them. “It’s true you can’t work jobs anymore, but you don’t have to leave the den. You can stay together as long as you want. Red Dal’s given the den over to me, and I’ll be hiring scholars to teach you, and making sure you have everything you need while you grow up.”


    Ness blinked at me. “You mean…you’re our handler now?”


    “Not a handler.” I didn’t ever want to be compared to Red Dal. “More like a guardian.”


    The kids darted uncertain glances at each other. They liked me well enough, but they didn’t know me like they did Red Dal.


    Tamin piped up. “Does that mean you’ll bring us candy every day instead of only sometimes?”


    “Maybe not every day,” I said, grinning at him. “But I’ve got some now, if anybody wants a treat.” I tossed Melly a bag full of sweets, which she promptly set about distributing. Pure bribery on my part, maybe, but it did me good to see the kids’ bulging cheeks and sticky grins. Even Ness wasn’t too old to clamor for her share, her worries temporarily forgotten.


    The toddler in Liana’s arms squirmed, reaching. She set him down, and he made a beeline for the action. Liana was still staring at me in disbelief.


    “You’re serious. You bought the entire den? Where did you get the money?”


    “Very long story. But, look. I’ve got the contract. Blood-marked and everything.” I pulled out the paperwork to show Liana. Pages crowded with names and descriptions and details, proving I’d bought out not only the kids’ contracts, but also hers, and purchased the den itself.


    Some of the handlers I’d gone to see remained in a state of shock, unable to believe their kids were truly no longer Tainted. They’d spouted all manner of crazy theories, like how the vanished Taint was a symptom of a city-wide curse that Sechaveh and his mages would soon break. They’d come around and sell eventually, but I’d have to keep poking at them. Red Dal, however, had leaped right on my offer in exchange for some choice charms from Ruslan’s vaults. He’d always had a gift for sniffing out the best chance of profit. He’d realized how insanely valuable strong charms would become once highsiders got their heads around the idea that the city’s mages couldn’t so easily make more.


    I leaned close enough to Liana that the kids couldn’t hear my next words. “You don’t have to stay on as minder. I can give you enough coin to start a new life. But if you want to stay, I’ll pay you a proper wage. Enough so you’ll never need to fear for your future, even after they grow up.”


    “Oh, Dev.” She grabbed me in a hug as tight as one of Cara’s, though she was all soft, plump curves instead of Cara’s lean strength. “To think I could see them grow up…” Her face was wet against my neck. “All these years, caring for Tainters only to watch Red Dal sell them off…I hated it, hated him, sometimes, but I didn’t think there was anything I could do other than make their lives as happy as I could, while I could.”


    I’d been caught in the same trap ever since my Change. I’d been so determined to save Melly, but I hadn’t let myself think about all the other kids in the dens. I’d told myself there was no help for it, nothing I could do for them. Life was hard in Ninavel, and that was that.


    But Zadikah had the right of it when she called that cowardice. I’d thought myself so immune to fear, dancing with death on the highest of peaks. But I’d been too scared of ganglords to lift a damn finger against them.


    Not anymore. “The old days are done,” I said into Liana’s curls, my eyes hot and my heart full. “The city’s different now. Everything can be different, if we fight for it to be.”


    


    * * *


    


    (Kiran)


    


    Lord Sechaveh’s audience chamber was quiet and shadowed, the only light a cool wash of purple from a single magelight in one of the iron sconces between the windows. The silver ring that had once provided a window onto the confluence’s fire now contained only an ember of blue so faint it was barely visible, even in Kiran’s enhanced sight.


    The room was empty of guards. Sechaveh sat alone in his great stone chair, slumped and brooding. He was no mage, but his life was bound to the confluence; with its power drained to a mere thread, Sechaveh’s former vitality had likewise ebbed. His seamed brown face had become wizened, his silver hair sparse, his shoulders stooped. Yet there was a spark deep within his lizard-yellow eyes that warned the lord of Ninavel was not as feeble as he appeared.


    He did not yell for his mages when Kiran appeared, or reveal the least sign of fear. He only said in a husky rasp, “Young Kiran, is it? So it is true, what my shadow men claim. You’ve become a demon.”


    “Something like,” Kiran said levelly. “So if you think to seek revenge, you’ll find it a futile endeavor. No magic any of Ninavel’s mages can cast can touch me—and do not think to touch my friends, or I will end your life as I did Ruslan’s.”


    Sechaveh chuckled. “Revenge…ah, boy, you mistake me for your former master. Ruslan was always given to temper. But, hah! He could afford it. I, on the other hand…I have always been a practical man. I don’t deny you’ve cost me and my city dearly, yet Ninavel still stands, and I still survive. I’ve never found profit in bitterness and regrets.”


    He leaned forward, his gnarled fingers gripping the polished white quartz of his chair. “In truth, I was hoping you’d come to me. After Vidai zha-Dakhar’s attacks on Ninavel, I had my scholars research these creatures called demons. It would seem they once lived in our realm and built many great cities and wonders that survive now only in scattered, broken remnants. I had been considering how best to open a dialogue with them—preferably without leaping into any dangerous bargains as I feared Ruslan had—and now, here you are. A ready-made ambassador.”


    Kiran had known Sechaveh’s single-minded focus on profit. He and Lena had counted on it, even. Yet still, the man was unbelievable. “Do you realize that Ruslan nearly turned your largest trade partner into a lifeless waste? That his so-called allies would’ve done the same to all of Arkennland if they had succeeded in taking me? Thinking solely of what advantage you can squeeze out of demons isn’t practical; it’s idiocy.”


    “An idiot, am I?” said Sechaveh, undisturbed. “Tell me, how will these demons respond to your sudden presence in their midst? Am I wrong in thinking that while their attentions have strayed far from humankind these last centuries, now their focus will return to us? I suspect that is a danger we can’t avoid.”


    Sechaveh was not wrong. Kiran had spent much time discussing the problem with Lena, Dev, and Cara, but now he remained silent. Make the old bastard think he’s got to convince you, Dev had said.


    “You don’t seek profit,” Sechaveh said. “But you seek safety, and not just for yourself but for your human friends. I have resources you do not, to plumb ancient texts and call together the brightest of scholars and mages to study this problem of demonkind. I ask you to consider what best serves your own goals.”


    “You want me to be your ally, as Ruslan was.” Kiran didn’t hide his disgust at the idea. “To take his place, while you continue to let others just as vicious as he was do as they please to those who lack protection.”


    Sechaveh sighed. “Ah, you are so young. Do you think draining the confluence has made any difference to human nature? It’s the nature of most people—not all, I’ll grant you, but most—to seek personal gain at any cost. No ruler can change that. The Alathians have tried, it’s true; but I think you have no love for their methods either.”


    No, but Kiran refused to believe there was no hope of a middle ground. He and Lena intended to find in Ninavel those honorable people Sechaveh thought so rare, and build with them an alternative to Sechaveh’s rule. But Kiran didn’t fool himself that would be a fast process. In the interim, they’d planned a different tactic.


    Kiran said, “I see no point in allying with someone who encourages the worst that humans do to each other. You say you are a practical man. Well, then: if you want my alliance, you’ll have to show me you’re worth my time. Find a way to give protection to those who need it most—the untalented, the poor—so they can at least live without fearing death may come at a moment’s whim.”


    Sechaveh’s wizened face was impossible to read. “You ask much,” he said. “I have not the lever I once did.”


    “You’re a clever man,” said Kiran. “If you put your mind to the problem, I have no doubt you could find a way. And if you lack inspiration, I have someone who can help you.”


    He went to the chamber door and pulled it open.


    In the hallway beyond, Lena stood before a pair of uneasy guards. She wore tightly fitted trousers and tunic of dark blue, marked with silver sigils of her own design. Her hair was pulled back into a sleek little tail, her freckled face set in lines of proud formality.


    Kiran beckoned her within the chamber. The guards moved to follow, but Sechaveh twitched a hand, and they retreated.


    Kiran said, “You may remember Lenarimanas, formerly of Alathia. Consider her my representative in your realm, and treat her with the courtesy you extend every ambassador in Ninavel. Should she tell me you have proved serious in your efforts, I will consider alliance.”


    Lena gave Sechaveh a sharply precise bow. “I too can offer the city much. My magic does not depend on a confluence. Plus I spent a year stationed at Alathia’s coastal shipyards.”


    Sechaveh gave his crackling laugh. “A renegade Alathian! Now there is a rarity almost as intriguing as you, Kiran. Oh, you are clever, to offer me such an ambassador. You are so very like your master. He was an idealist too, in his own way.”


    Once, Kiran’s ikilhia would have seethed hot in angry denial of the comparison. Now, with the distant sense of Dev warm in his mind, and Lena a reassuring blaze of silver at his side, he merely shrugged. “So long as you remember that my desires are not Ruslan’s.”


    Sechaveh inclined his head. “I will work to satisfy them. But I ask you to think on this: Ninavel is no easy city to maintain, especially now you have removed its greatest resource. If I fall, I guarantee you this city will crumble within a season. Help me, and together we can ensure its survival.”


    Lena shot Kiran one coolly satisfied glance. “Then,” she said, “let us discuss how you might ensure free access to the lake for all the city’s residents.”


    


    * * *


    


    (Dev)


    


    I hopped down a giant’s staircase of boulders surrounded by graceful pines. Ahead, Cara was crossing a swift-rushing stream, her blonde braid swaying as she balanced on rocks poking through the foaming waters. I cast an appreciative glance back at the jagged summit of Stormfang Spire thrusting high above the pines. The peak’s pale rock was kindled by the setting sun into a deep, burnished gold, though down here in the valley we’d long been in shadow. The air had a sharper bite than the ordinary chill of approaching evening; summer had faded into the brief, glorious mountain autumn. The catsclaw bushes beside the stream blazed vivid orange, and the meadows had turned sere and yellow. Wouldn’t be long before the first snows fell. I’d seen frost on the cliffs this morning.


    Gods, what a climb. Pitch after pitch of clean, quartz-studded granite, some of it challenging as hell, but striped with enough ledges to make belaying a breeze. Stormfang’s summit was so narrow that only one of us could balance on it at a time. I’d stood with my arms spread wide, glorying in the expanse of peaks stabbing skyward all around—and reveling equally in the sight of Cara grinning up at me from the ledge below.


    She had a new set of ice tools strapped to her pack, I had a beautifully braided new rope, and even Melly would have to agree that we’d sealed our promises of contracted partnership as well as any tale could ask. I hopped across the stream, caught up to Cara, and swung her into a kiss that left her laughing, her eyes alight.


    “What was that for?”


    “Because today was one of the best climbs of my life.” It felt so good to be in the mountains again. Between me rushing around to ten different dens of Tainters, and Cara’s work with Lena in organizing guilds to oppose ganglords, our time away from Ninavel had come in scant, stolen days. Thank Khalmet for Kiran, who’d traced earth-currents until he found a few valleys in the Whitefires with enough natural magic that he could take us to them.


    He was waiting for us back at camp. On Stormfang’s summit, I’d felt the gentle brush across my mind that was his way of seeking invitation. Stormfang was way too far from the earth-current for him to reach in person, but he’d watched through my eyes and shared in my joy, until he’d withdrawn so I might make the climb down undistracted.


    Cara said, “I say we add to our contract that we have to climb a peak as fun as Stormfang every month.”


    We’d written up a contract, but hadn’t yet signed it. There was one last issue we wanted to work out once we reached camp.


    “I’m all for a climbing clause,” I said. “I’ll go crazy if I don’t get out of the city more. I need to get Melly up here, too. City climbing’s all well and good, but she’ll need more practice on real rock to be an outrider.”


    Cara said, “She’s a good climber, but I’m not sure she’ll be an outrider.”


    “What?” My pace, which had picked up in anticipation of seeing Kiran, slowed again. “Why not?”


    Cara shrugged. “She likes the mountains, but I think she likes the city more. She’s sharp, and she likes bargaining, and people. Wouldn’t surprise me if she ends up working for one of Lena’s guilds. Or heading down to Prosul Akheba to work with Janek.”


    I still couldn’t wrap my mind around it. She was Sethan’s daughter, she was trained in climbing same as I was, and I’d just assumed she’d want to be an outrider like him and me. How could she not love the mountains?


    Cara said, “Don’t you dare show her you’re disappointed, if that’s what she chooses.”


    I scrubbed at my face, abashed. “It’s just a surprise, is all.”


    Cara laughed. “Get used to it. My mother always told me that children are the gods’ way of testing your balance.”


    We broke from the trees into a narrow meadow backed by soaring cliffs. Kiran was standing by a rough stone shelter on the meadow’s far side. Cara and I hadn’t had time yet to make the shelter much more than a glorified windbreak, but I had visions of building a full-fledged cabin if we kept visiting the valley.


    Kiran waved at us in welcome. He’d learned to disguise his eyes; now he looked as human as he’d once been. The only telltale was the cold, unchanging pallor of his skin. In the old days, his cheeks would burn red at the slightest teasing. Now he stayed white as ice no matter the provocation. A difference I hadn’t brought up to him.


    “I brought you a feast to celebrate your contract.” Kiran indicated the bulging pack at his feet. “I’ve got all your favorites. Now that boats are going across the lake to reach the trade routes, Chadeil’s shop is even selling spice cakes again.”


    I could smell them, too. Honey and cinnamon and currants and moist, rich cake…my stomach growled loud enough to deafen me.


    “Kiran, have I told you that you’re amazing?” Cara caught him in one of her exuberant embraces. “Good to see you, and not just because you brought us real food.”


    He might not be able to feel the warmth of her arms, but he’d gotten a lot less tentative about returning her affection. His teeth flashed in a smile, and he said something in her ear that made her laugh, bright and uninhibited. Before he could let go, she kissed him—just a quick touch of her lips, but his eyes went wide in sudden, startled vulnerability.


    I braced for the stab of loss he so often suffered when one of us touched him, but to my surprise, the pain didn’t come. I wasn’t sure whether to be glad or unsettled. It wasn’t that I wanted him to be hurt, but I also didn’t want him getting used to being bodiless…oh, hell, now I was just being stupid.


    “Welcome back,” I said, and hugged them both. Kiran felt as solid and real as Cara in my arms. Almost, I could pretend that the cold of his skin was merely from the chill of the evening.


    He was brimming with such excitement he hadn’t noticed my idiocy, thank the gods. “I have news from Ninavel. The Council’s made a decision on Marten. He’s been stripped of his rank and put in a snapthroat charm, but they haven’t recalled him to Alathia. Ambassador Ponallan requested that Marten serve the first term of his sentence in the embassy. I think Marten convinced Ponallan to use him as a type of advisor.”


    Cara shook her head. “That man, I swear. He could charm the snakes from the dunes. The ambassador’s one thing, but how d’you think Marten talked the Council into leniency? I was certain they’d toss him in one of their coal mines.”


    Kiran said, “Ambassador Ponallan is new to Ninavel, and the Council has recalled all of their other mages back to Alathia. They’re still panicked over how to enforce their laws without their border wards and detection spells. I suspect Marten made the case that Ponallan would benefit from having an advisor bound to his service who understood foreign magic, demons, and Arkennlanders—and better yet, one who is both clever and expendable, should the city slide into chaos.”


    “I imagine Lena is happy he’s staying.” My thoughts weren’t on her, but on Kiran: sometimes it struck me so powerfully how much he’d changed from the nave youth I’d once shepherded across the Whitefires.


    “She is,” Kiran said. “That’s not my only news. Raishal’s had her child—a girl she’s named Vedda. The birth was difficult, but Teo says they’ll be fine.”


    I shared Kiran’s relief. “Now that is good news. I don’t suppose she’s let Teo join the marriage?”


    “Not yet,” Kiran said. “But I hold out hope. I think Teo does too, though he’s afraid to admit it.”


    “I think we all know what that feels like,” Cara said, aiming an arch glance at me. “But right now, I confess, all I can think about is how much I want to devour whatever smells so good in your pack.” She unlaced the flap and dug inside. “Oooh, salt cheese…and firewine…”


    I said, “I’ll go refill the waterskins, if you promise not to eat everything before I get back. Then we can share a proper dinner.” I bent to unlash the skins from our packs.


    “I’ll help you fill the skins,” Kiran offered. “That way, you can get to the food faster.”


    “Excellent plan.” Cara leaned over and muttered to me, “You said you’d be the one to ask him. So ask, while you’re filling those skins. If you suddenly forget how to use your tongue, I’ll eat every one of the spice cakes and leave none for you.”


    “Don’t you dare touch those cakes.” I straightened, my arms laden with skins. “Come on, Kiran.”


    But walking across the meadow, the quiet between us felt so companionable, the evening so still and clear and perfect, that I couldn’t bring myself to break the silence. It was Kiran who spoke, while we knelt on a shelf of rock and dunked our skins into water so cold it instantly numbed my hands.


    “I went to meet the madrek-zal.”


    “What?” I nearly dropped my waterskin. “You didn’t tell us you were going!”


    “I told Lena,” he said. “I didn’t want to worry you and Cara. You’d been looking forward to climbing Stormfang with her for weeks. And now you needn’t worry. The madrek-zal were polite enough—by demon standards, anyway. They took me to their vadanakh—that’s like a citadel but made of magic, not stone. It was amazing, Dev, truly…”


    He showed me an immense structure made of swirling veils of power, its form constantly changing like water flowing in a rapid. The colors were so vivid in his sight they put the brightest paints to shame. The demon citadel was beautiful, yeah, and utterly foreign in a way no human city could be.


    “What did they ask of you?” If the demons were being so nice to him, they wanted something.


    “Nothing yet,” he said. “They’re being cautious, I think. As am I. But did you know, they’ve explored other realms entirely? Even met other creatures, totally different than either demons or humans…” Excitement spilled down the bond, mixed with a wanderlust I well recognized.


    What if he left entirely? Decided to explore these other realms and forgot us all, going where we could never follow? Hard enough to think of Melly taking a different path than I imagined. But this…the pang that struck me was sharp as a stab of Mikail’s knife.


    You needn’t fear I’ll leave you, Kiran said.


    I looked aside, embarrassed, wishing I had better control over what I shared with him. “That was stupid of me. You’re free now. Whatever path you choose shouldn’t depend on me.”


    He looked at me as if I were moon-brained. Then took my shoulders and leaned his forehead against mine. Words came through the bond, so certain I couldn’t doubt them: You are my anchor stone; abandoning you would mean ripping out the best part of myself. You and Cara are my mage-family now. No matter how far I travel, I will always return.


    “I’m glad to hear that,” I said. “Very glad. Since Cara and I wanted to ask you—we didn’t finish writing our contract, because—we thought you might like to be part of it. Our partner, I mean. With us.” Gods, could that have come out in any more of a jumbled mess?


    Joy blazed so wild out of Kiran that I thought the entire world must surely feel his delight. Yes. Yes, I want that. Oh, I have to show you, I can’t wait any longer!


    “Show me what?”


    He held out a hand and shut his eyes. He was concentrating hard, but not in the cold, clear way I remembered. He was taking all his joy and yearning and hope, and—braiding them, somehow, pulling in strands of wild magic and working shimmering threads through the ghostly tracery of his hand until it shone bright as a star in his inner sight.


    In my sight, his hand looked…different. Still pale, but not the flawless, gleaming pallor of the rest of his skin. More like a real hand, though it was hard to tell in the gathering dusk.


    “Take my hand,” he said.


    I did, and gasped, because he felt the cold of my water-chilled fingers. Not as sharply as I did—more like he was feeling the cold through a muffling layer of wool—but he felt it.


    “Kiran! You—does that mean—” I was so stunned and excited I couldn’t frame a proper question.


    “I can’t yet layer the spell over all of me.” His concentration broke, and both magic and sensation slipped away. “Even once I perfect the casting, this won’t let me leave the demon realm. I don’t know if I’ll ever climb peaks with you and Cara. But maybe one day I could share…other things.”


    If he were still human, he’d have been blushing as red as a canyon cliff. But he wasn’t thinking at all of the past, only of the future, with a shy but eager anticipation that assured me he wanted this—wanted us—for the right kind of reasons. I was tempted to kiss him like Cara had, but no. I wanted to save that for the day he could enjoy it properly. A day my imagination was already busy picturing. I grinned wide, grabbed the waterskins, and slung an arm around Kiran’s shoulders, steering him back toward the shelter.


    “Best news of the night yet, and Cara’s sure to agree with me. Let’s go tell her, shall we? Then we can start off our partnership right, with a celebration even the gods would envy.”
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